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EDITORIAL 

Could the recent publication of The Bishop and Ecumenical Unity: An 
Ecumenical Vademecum, by the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity, together with the promulgation of the motu 
proprio Spiritus Domini which recognises the lay ministries of lector, 
acolyte, and catechist, be seen as ecumenical opportunities? 
   This is the question addressed in the current issue of One in Christ as 
we also review the eight years of the Pontificate of Pope Francis, whose 
statements on social, ecological and interreligious issues as well as 
liturgical and ethical ones, have awakened favourable responses from 
many different Churches, religious traditions and people of good will. 
   In this issue we bring together contributors from different linguistic 
and church backgrounds and the Editorial Committee and I would like 
to thank the translators without whom the task would not have been 
possible. We would like to extend special thanks to John Bolger who 
translated, among others, the very long and interesting text from Luc 
Forestier while not forgetting, of course, Jane Trott and David Carter. 
   We also want to thank the Catholic Institute of Paris which provides 
us with valuable contributions. We look forward to the continuation of 
this useful collaboration.  
   Finally, we remember Sr. Dr Lorelei Fuchs, Franciscan Sister of the 
Atonement who has died recently. She was a solid ecumenist across the 
US and wider church and in international interchurch bodies as well as 
a welcome contributor to One in Christ. 
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THE ECUMENICAL VADEMECUM: AN 

ENCOURAGEMENT TO IARCCUM AND A GIFT TO ALL 

CHURCH LEADERS 

David Hamid* 

Bishops in the Roman Catholic tradition are ministers of unity, both 
within the diocese they serve as well as in the wider Church. The Bishop 
and Ecumenical Unity: An Ecumenical Vademecum, published by the 
Vatican’s Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, spells out in 
detail what the ecumenical responsibility of bishops entails, both within 
the internal life of the Catholic Church and her dioceses and in relations 
with other Christians and Christian Churches. It is a visionary document 
as many bishops, while rightly disposed to this aspect of their calling, 
may not be fully aware of the extent of this dimension to their ministry, 
nor of the generous basis for that ministry rooted in the teachings of 
Vatican II and the provisions of Canon Law. Catholic and non-Catholic 
readers alike might be surprised to see just how much is possible for 
bishops to promote ecumenically. Anglican bishops (and those who hold 
ministries of episkopé in many other Christian traditions) also share this 
understanding of being ministers of unity. The Vademecum is a useful 
instrument to guide them too in their ecumenical responsibilities. Many 

 
* David Hamid was born in Scotland to Scottish and Burmese parents. Educated 
at Trinity College, Toronto, he was ordained in the diocese of Niagara in the 
Anglican Church of Canada. He has served as that Church’s Co-ordinator for 
Latin America and the Caribbean, responsible for programmes of theological 
education, church development, ecumenical relations, human rights and 
advocacy strategies in the region. In 1996 he moved to London to become 
Director of Ecumenical Affairs and Studies of the Anglican Communion, 
responsible for the dialogues between the Anglican Communion and Baptist, 
Lutheran, Orthodox, Oriental Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches. In 
2002 he was consecrated a bishop to serve the Church of England’s Diocese in 
Europe which has over 300 congregations in continental Europe and Morocco. 
He continues as the Anglican Co-Chairman of the International Anglican-
Roman Catholic Commission for Unity and Mission (IARCCUM), chairs the 
Church of England Porvoo Panel, is the Anglican President of the Anglican-
Lutheran Society and a Governor of the Anglican Centre in Rome. He lives in 
London with his wife Dr Colleen Hamid, a medical researcher. 
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of the practical recommendations can be adapted with little effort to the 
contexts and canonical provisions of a wide range of denominations. Can 
this document itself be an instrument to bring those who exercise the 
ministry of unity to work alongside each other in a common commitment 
to make manifest the unity of Christ’s Church for which Our Lord prayed? 
Can the many practical recommendations be embraced across all the 
Churches?  

As the Anglican Co-Chairman of the International Anglican-Roman 
Catholic Commission for Unity and Mission (IARCCUM), which is a 
commission of bishops, it was with great interest that I learned of the 
project of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity 
(PCPCU) to produce a resource to help bishops in the ecumenical 
dimension of their ministry. Last year The Bishop and Christian Unity: 
An Ecumenical Vademecum1 was published. It is encouraging to detect 
many clear parallels running through the document to the theology of 
the ministry of bishop which undergirds IARCCUM.2  

 
1 Hereafter referred to as the Vademecum. PCPCU, The Bishop and Christian 
Unity: An Ecumenical Vademecum (2020); see: 
http://www.christianunity.va/content/dam/unitacristiani/Documentazione/2
020generale/2020Vademecum/Vademecum-EN-GARAMOND.pdf. 
2 IARCCUM had its origins in a historic Roman Catholic-Anglican summit of 
bishops, in May 2000, in the city of Mississauga, near Toronto, Canada. The 
then Archbishop of Canterbury, George Carey, and the late Cardinal Edward 
Cassidy of the PCPCU convened the high level meeting; many of the bishops 
were Anglican Primates or Presidents of the Catholic Episcopal Conferences. 
The summit was to consider how, after 35 years of theological dialogue, the 
formal engagement of our Communions could progress to a new stage of 
common life. The bishops came as pairs from their country or region, a 
deliberate approach made by the planners of the meeting, to emphasise what 
bishops experienced together in their local contexts. They concluded at the end 
of the summit that such an impressive degree of agreement in faith now existed, 
thanks to the years of ARCIC dialogue, that, as Anglican and Catholic bishops, 
they now had no choice but to engage jointly in leading God’s people forward 
towards unity.  
In their final statement Communion in Mission, the bishops affirmed: ‘We 
began on Good Shepherd Sunday, conscious of our common vocation as 
shepherds of the Good Shepherd, with a responsibility to lead God’s people 
forward in active hope towards that unity in truth and holiness which our Lord 
wills for his Church.’ They underlined their shared understanding of 

http://www.christianunity.va/content/dam/unitacristiani/Documentazione/2020generale/2020Vademecum/Vademecum-EN-GARAMOND.pdf
http://www.christianunity.va/content/dam/unitacristiani/Documentazione/2020generale/2020Vademecum/Vademecum-EN-GARAMOND.pdf
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   Thus, I welcome most warmly the Vademecum. It promises to be a 
resource, not only for bishops in communion with the See of Rome, but 
also Anglican and other bishops who also understand that central to 
their ministry is the responsibility to further the unity of the Church. 

A Document for All who Exercise Episkopé  

Cardinal Kurt Koch and Bishop Brian Farrell, the President and 
Secretary respectively of the PCPCU, write in their preface that the 
Vademecum is offered as an aid to diocesan and eparchial bishops, as 
guidelines to help them fulfil their ecumenical responsibility. It is a 
document written for Catholic bishops; the PCPCU would not expect 
to direct its own guidelines to bishops or others beyond the Roman 
Communion. Nevertheless, as an Anglican bishop, I find much in the 
document that resonates with how I understand my own ministry. I 
believe that the Vademecum can and should be read, not only by 
Catholic bishops but also by their Anglican colleagues and, indeed, by 
the many Lutheran and Methodist bishops who share the 
understanding that their personal ministry of oversight is to serve the 
unity of the universal Church.  
   But the ecumenical value of the Vademecum will also extend to 
leaders of Churches that are not episcopally ordered. In such Churches 
the document will be useful for two reasons. First of all, it presents a 
clear understanding of how the Roman Catholic Church expects its own 
bishops to be active promoters of unity and thus what ecumenical 
partners might expect in relations with Catholic bishops. Secondly, it 
suggests how conciliar or communal structures which exercise episkopé 
might fulfil similar or parallel ecumenical tasks, even though some 
churches do not have a personal office of bishop.  
   The Catholic Church itself does affirm such a dimension of episkopé 
in non-episcopal Churches. Cardinal Walter Kasper, the former 
President of the PCPCU, in his analysis of the consensus and 
convergence that has emerged in Catholic dialogue with the Anglican, 

 
episcopacy, particularly the role of the bishop as symbol and promoter of unity. 
They declared a deep and common theological conviction: ‘[A] vision of 
ministries that the grace of ordination unites together in an episcopal body.’ 
Mississauga was a kairos moment which led to the establishment of the unique 
bilateral commission which is IARCCUM, a body of bishops officially 
commissioned together to promote and build the unity of the Church, and to 
lead God’s people in service of Christ’s mission in the world. 
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Methodist, Reformed and Lutheran families of Churches, Harvesting 
the Fruits,3points out that even in those Churches where episkopé is 
exercised communally and collegially, if not personally (i.e. through the 
ministry of a bishop), this wider supervision is exercised for the unity, 
the holiness, the catholicity and faithfulness to apostolic teaching of the 
whole people of God.4 Indeed, the 2013 Faith and Order paper The 
Church: Towards a Common Vision demonstrates this consensus among 
the member Churches of the World Council of Churches as well as the 
Roman Catholic Church, noting that ‘all communities, whether 
episcopally ordered or not, continued to see the need for a ministry of 
episkopé. In every case episkopé is in the service of maintaining 
continuity in apostolic faith and unity of life’.5 
   Thus, the Vademecum has the potential for fruitful ecumenical 
reception and application across many communions and 
denominations. Bishops from a range of church traditions, as well as 
church leaders from non-episcopal traditions, will be able to recognise 
to a large degree the tasks which those who exercise oversight for the 
furtherance of the unity of the Church, are obliged to fulfil.  
   Throughout the document there is a strong underlying theme that 
leadership in the Church’s path towards restoring the fullness of visible 
communion is not an optional task of the bishop, but at the heart of the 
bishop’s ministry itself. The President and Secretary of the PCPCU, in 
their preface, state unambiguously (and with a force that only a 
department of the Curia could, citing canon 383 paragraph 3 of the 
Latin Church and the equivalent in the Code of Canons of the Eastern 
Churches) that ‘the bishop’s ecumenical engagement is not an optional 
dimension of his ministry but a duty and obligation’.6 Most other 
Christian Churches do not make such a solemn duty quite so clear or 
enshrine this obligation in canon or church law. The strength of the 

 
3 Walter Kasper, Harvesting the Fruits: Basic Aspects of Christian Faith in 
Ecumenical Dialogue, (London UK: Continuum, 2009), 61. In citing Kasper, I 
use the spelling he used, otherwise I use episkopé as the transliteration of the 
Greek original. 
4 Ibid., 61. 
5 WCC, The Church: Towards a Common Vision, Faith and Order Paper no 214, 
(Geneva: WCC Publications, 2013), 52. 
6 PCPCU, Vademecum, preface; see: 
https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2020/12/
04/201205a.html. 

https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2020/12/04/201205a.html
https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/en/bollettino/pubblico/2020/12/04/201205a.html
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Roman Catholic teaching on this particular point and the way it is 
emphasised in the document, can be a stimulus to strengthen and make 
more explicit within each denomination, what the ecumenical 
commitment of those who exercise episkopé must be.  
   What are some of the aspects of the Vademecum that I particularly 
welcome? 

The Vademecum as Resource for Catholic Teaching on 
Ecumenism 

Anglican and other non-Roman Catholic readers will encounter in the 
Vademecum a compendium of the breadth and depth of the official 
ecumenical teaching of the Catholic Church. Although it does not break 
significant new ground, the Vademecum does bring together the 
teaching and guidance for bishops dispersed in so many official 
documents, and then lays out the practical consequences of that 
teaching in the day to day ministry of bishops.  
   The Vademecum builds on the ecumenical principles articulated in 
the documents of Vatican II. We would expect to find such teaching in 
the significant Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis redintegratio.7 Not 
surprisingly the Vademecum draws heavily from this basic doctrinal 
text to remind bishops (and others) of key ecumenical principles which 
on occasion can be overlooked, since a less ecumenical ‘pre-Vatican II’ 
approach to other Christians can still persist in some minds. It is of vital 
importance that the Vademecum affirms what Unitatis redintegratio 
makes clear: the reality of a ‘real, though incomplete communion’ of all 
who are baptised, and thus incorporated into Christ. Furthermore, the 
Vademecum makes explicit that the ecumenical openness in Unitatis 
redintegratio is not only based on a communion of individual sisters and 
brothers, through baptism,8 but also that the Holy Spirit is active in 
non-Catholic communities, providing for the means of salvation.9 This 
basic recognition of the communion (albeit incomplete), and the 
presence of the means of grace and salvation in other churches, situates 
the bishop’s role within the whole Church of God, as a minister whose 
duty is to relate to the baptised and to serve the yet-to-be fulfilled full 

 
7 Vatican II, Unitatis redintegratio, Decree on Ecumenism (1964); see 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/v
at-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html. 
8 Ibid., 3. 
9 Ibid., 3. 

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_decree_19641121_unitatis-redintegratio_en.html
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communion of all the churches. The Vademecum draws on the 
Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen gentium,10 to underline 
this bishop’s responsibility to include a concern which extends to ‘those 
who are not yet of the one flock’,11 confirming that elements of 
sanctification and truth are found outside the visible confines of the 
Catholic Church and that those are forces impelling towards Catholic 
unity.12 
   In strengthening the vocation of the bishop as a minister of unity, the 
Vademecum also corrects any tendency to ecclesial triumphalism, 
citing the important statement in Unitatis redintegratio, that the 
Catholic Church itself is diminished to a degree, or less than what it 
should be, as a result of the disunity of Christians, as it ‘finds it more 
difficult to express in actual life her full catholicity in all its aspects’.13  
   This particular Anglican bishop is rather envious of the extent of 
official ecumenical teaching in the Catholic Church. For instance, in 
addition to what is contained in the teaching of Vatican II, the 
Vademecum makes reference to the ecumenical responsibility of 
bishops as outlined in the Code of Canon Law, in papal documents such 
as the Encyclical of St John Paul II, Ut unum sint,14 and previous 
documents of the PCPCU such as The Directory for the Application of 
Principles and Norms of Ecumenism, the ‘Ecumenical Directory’.15  
   There has not been, since the Lambeth Conference of 1998, any 
significant articulation at the global level of ecumenical guidance for 
the whole Anglican Communion. There is no equivalent Anglican 
compendium of guidelines to encourage bishops in their responsibility 
for the Church’s unity. While obviously not the official teaching of 
Anglican or other non-Roman Catholic Churches, the Vademecum is 
based on some solid ecclesiology and theology of ministry, grounded in 

 
10 Vatican II, Lumen gentium, Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (1964); see 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/
vat-ii_const_19641121_lumen-gentium_en.html. 
11 Ibid., 23. 
12 Ibid., 8. 
13 Op.cit., 4. 
14 Pope St John Paul II, Ut unum sint, Encyclical Letter of Saint John Paul II on 
the ecumenical commitment (1995); see http://www.vatican.va/content/john-
paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html.  
15 Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms of Ecumenism (1993), 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. 
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the ecumenical spirit of Vatican II. It brings together so many 
ecumenical principles that can be acknowledged by a wide range of 
Christians.  

A Humble Approach: Renew the Internal Household First 

The Vademecum is structured in two parts. The first is directed towards 
the internal life of the Church, aimed at encouraging bishops to reflect 
on aspects of the life of episcopal conferences, dioceses and parishes. It 
strikes a note of humility that the Vademecum begins with issues of 
internal structures and the internal life of the Catholic Church, and 
encourages internal reform and renewal before addressing outward-
directed ecumenical matters. It recognises that there is much yet to be 
done, within the life of the Catholic Church itself, to make more 
effective the ecumenical role of the bishop.  
   While much of this first part is denominationally specific, referring to 
Roman Catholic structures and provisions, every church or communion 
can benefit from the sort of review that the Vademecum suggests with 
regard to its own internal ecumenical structures and policies. Sadly, this 
might be more urgent today than before; the economic pressures facing 
all churches, and concern about numerical decline in members, often 
means that a reduced share of the shrinking resources is directed 
towards ecumenism. So, for example, where the Vademecum refers to 
strengthening diocesan ecumenical officers or the establishment of 
ecumenical commissions at the level of episcopal conferences (or 
synods of the Eastern Catholic Churches), a similar challenge can be 
embraced by other denominations, through a commitment to renewing 
and strengthening (or establishing) parallel offices or structures in their 
internal life. Where such roles and structures already exist, the 
Vademecum sparks the imagination about how such roles could be 
extended and enhanced. For example, I am aware that an ecumenical 
officer might exist in an Anglican diocese to represent the bishop in 
local ecumenical discussions or bodies, such as Churches Together 
instruments. However, it is not always the case that such an officer is 
understood to be a close collaborator and agent of the bishop, with 
responsibility to ensure that parishes are fully and widely engaged 
ecumenically in their locality.16  

 
16 Vademecum, 9. 
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Shaping the Whole People of God in an Ecumenical 
Direction 

The Vademecum is directed to bishops, but it recognises that the bishop 
is tasked with engaging the whole of the faithful in the ecumenical 
endeavour, indeed, in shaping an ecumenical Church at every level. The 
business of building unity among Christians is not a specialist activity 
reserved for theologians, bishops and other leaders. All Christians share 
their lives with other Christians. This sharing is made manifest through 
praying for each other, offering a common witness to their faith, and by 
joint action or mission. The document reminds us of Pope Francis’ 
words about Christians, ‘walking together, praying together and 
working together’.17 Thus, the bishop is not the only minister of unity, 
but is one who is placed within the people of God to encourage all the 
faithful in their participation in the restoration of the unity for which 
Christ prayed. It is implied in the Vademecum that it is the bishop’s 
duty to provide leadership which stimulates ecumenical engagement 
by all in the Church. The bishop, far from being the only ecumenical 
agent in the local Church, is responsible for building up the people of 
God in the task of making visible the one Church of Jesus Christ. 
   How does the Vademecum suggest that the bishop might promote the 
ecumenical formation of the people? Here the bishop’s teaching 
ministry takes on a particular importance. Truth, charity and humility, 
in the teaching of the bishop, are mentioned as hallmarks of the 
ecumenical formation of the laity for which the bishop is key.18 This is 
an admonition that surely must be ecumenically embraced by others. 
   For instance, the Vademecum is clear that unity is not achieved at the 
expense of truth. As an Anglican, I frequently encounter among the 
people that I serve in my own Church, some rather odd, if not erroneous 
understandings of what the Roman Catholic Church teaches: for 
example, that Catholics must accept every utterance of the Pope as 
infallible. The Vademecum suggests that the bishop’s teaching ought to 
be both profound and presented in a way that is readily understood, 
certainly by non-Catholics, but also by Catholics themselves. Catholic 
teaching is understood within a ‘hierarchy of truths’. By hierarchy of 
truths is meant the recognition of how all matters of doctrine must be 
understood in relation to the foundational saving truths concerning the 

 
17 Ibid., 3. 
18 Ibid., 11. 
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Holy Trinity and salvation in Christ. The bishop as teacher of the faith 
cannot simply say ‘Catholics believe X, but Protestants believe Y’, for 
they will run the risk of what the Vademecum refers to as ‘simply 
enumerating’ truths.19 Worthy episcopal teaching and formation will be 
in charity, requiring that there be no polemical or divisive presentations 
of Christian history and theology, that the emphasis should always be 
on what Christians share as foundational teachings, and to approach 
what divides us with balance and accuracy. Episcopal teaching will also 
be an exercise in Catholic humility. Bishops are to encourage their 
people to appreciate what God is bringing about in other churches. If 
the Holy Spirit is active in non-Roman Catholic Churches, as affirmed 
by the Decree on Ecumenism, then as Pope St John Paul II taught in Ut 
unum sint, the consequence is that ‘whatever is wrought by the grace of 
the Holy Spirit in the hearts of our separated brothers and sisters can 
contribute to our own edification’.20 A humble attitude towards 
receiving riches from partner churches does not entail a loss or 
diminution of identity, but opens up the promise of enrichment as we 
journey towards the fullness of shared faith.  
   It struck me that the Vademecum was very up to date in one aspect of 
the teaching ministry of the modern bishop. It acknowledges the 
contemporary reality in churches where social media and the internet 
are widely used at the diocesan or local level. Again, related to the 
bishop’s role in the formation of God’s people, the document points out 
that those who are engaged in the communications outreach activity of 
the Church, presumably under the authority of the bishop, should be 
imbued with the required ecumenical dispositions.21 From an Anglican 
perspective, communication officers or even departments where they 
exist in our churches, might not yet see themselves as extensions of the 
bishop’s responsibility for the ecumenical formation of the people of 
God but, in the guidelines of the Vademecum, this relationship is 
assumed. This is clearly a helpful guideline for all who may have 
oversight in every church, to endeavour to ensure that websites and 
other modern means of social communication clearly demonstrate our 
love and esteem for other Christians. 
 

 
19 Ibid., 11. 
20 Ut unum sint, 48. 
21 Vademecum, 13. 
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Ecumenical Formation of Leaders 

Beyond the general formation of the faithful through the teaching and 
preaching of the bishop, the Vademecum also takes up the theme of the 
role of the bishop for the theological formation of those who will engage 
in pastoral work, presumably, principally (but not only) the clergy. It 
recalls a rather sweeping, but very welcome, proposal from the 
Ecumenical Directory, that ‘all courses be taught with an ecumenical 
dimension and sensitivity’.22 The Vademecum goes on to reaffirm what 
is outlined in other guidance, this time from the PCPCU’s 1997 
document The Ecumenical Dimension in the Formation of Those 
Engaged in Pastoral Ministry23 that ecumenical courses and experience 
should be part of all preparation for pastoral ministry.  
   It is with a certain embarrassment that I, as an Anglican, read this 
recommendation. Today, in the Church of England at least, ecumenical 
formation seems to be given rather minor attention in our theological 
training centres. In the diocese I serve, I make sure that our Diocesan 
Director of Ministerial Development has regular intensive seminars on 
ecumenism for those in post-ordination training. I am usually brought 
in to give a couple of lectures at these sessions. What is clear to me is 
that in the majority of cases the newly ordained have had little exposure 
to ecumenism in their seminary training. Many are quite surprised to 
encounter in these seminars such significant milestone documents as 
the Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry study from Faith and Order, and 
the early ARCIC dialogue texts on Eucharist and Ministry which have 
received a high degree of reception in the Anglican Communion. This 
contrasts with my own experience of theological training in the 1980’s 
at the Toronto School of Theology, a consortium that embraced seven 
theological faculties -three Roman Catholic, two Anglican, one 
Presbyterian, and one United Church of Canada-, which shared to a 
large degree a common curriculum. Future clergy from these traditions 
sat side by side, in class and seminar, studying together their biblical, 
church history, and even doctrinal, liturgical and pastoral subjects. 
Preparation for ministry in one church was understood to be for a 
ministry which would be lived in the context of sister churches. So this 

 
22 Ecumenical Directory, 79. 
23 PCPCU, The Ecumenical Dimension in the Formation of Those Engaged in 
Pastoral Ministry (1997); see: 
http://www.christianunity.va/content/unitacristiani/en/documenti/en.html. 



HAMID   The Ecumenical Vademecum 12 

Anglican welcomes most warmly the emphasis on episcopal 
responsibility for the ecumenical formation of future clergy.  

Looking Outward: Spirit, Love, Truth and Life 

The second part of the Vademecum points the bishop outward to the 
Catholic Church’s relations with other Christians. This section begins 
with what it calls ‘spiritual ecumenism’ and then moves into areas it 
refers to as ‘The Dialogue of Love’, ‘The Dialogue of Truth’ and ‘The 
Dialogue of Life’. These are shorthand phrases for the way that relations 
with other Christians engage us together in the life of prayer and quest 
for holiness, by nurturing the loving relationship created in baptism, by 
searching for healing of doctrinal divisions and by engaging us all in a 
common mission to serve the needs of the world.  
   Spiritual ecumenism includes praying for each other, as it is usually 
the practice in most Christian liturgies which contain petitions for the 
unity of all within the Body of Christ. But beyond praying for each other, 
it includes praying with each other, and the Vademecum assumes that 
bishops will have a key role in leading the people in such common 
prayer. Mention is made of the fact that large numbers of Christians 
share a common inheritance of daily prayer, based on the psalms, 
biblical canticles and reading of Scripture – the daily office. Where this 
tradition is valued, it is not only intended to be the daily prayer of the 
clergy or those in religious communities, but something that belongs 
to the whole community. This common inheritance opens up one way 
that Christians can pray together. (I was particularly pleased to see 
reference in the Vademecum to the document produced by the French 
Anglican-Roman Catholic joint Committee, O Lord, open our lips,24 
which is a resource produced specifically to encourage such shared 
celebration of the daily office.) Also, the document makes note of the 
significant annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, quite possibly 
the only time during the year when Christians of several traditions 
actually visit each other’s churches for common worship. The bishop’s 
key role is to be visible in advancing such times of ecumenical prayer 
and in seeking other times when significant events or needs in the life 
of the community can be marked by common prayer. Other elements 
of spiritual ecumenism include the common bond of Holy Scripture, 

 
24 French Anglican-Roman Catholic Joint Committee, O Lord, Open Our Lips: 
For a Common Prayer between Anglicans and Roman Catholics (2014).  
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which opens up possibilities from common translations for sharing in 
the ministry of preaching; the richness of a shared liturgical calendar; 
monastic traditions; and the ‘ecumenism of blood’ recognising the 
perfection of communion in Christ and thus with each other, which the 
martyrs obtain, within the life of grace. 
   The Vademecum section on ‘The Dialogue of Love’ makes clear that 
Catholics should always be prepared to take the first step towards other 
Christian sisters and brothers. This is a bold encouragement to the 
bishops to be proactive in nurturing the family relationship of love 
among Christians, established by the sacrament of baptism. The 
exchange of letters, greetings, delegations and visits and the twinning 
of parishes, dioceses, schools and seminaries are ways to sustain the 
relationship of mutual love.  
   The section entitled ‘The Dialogue of Truth’ covers the area that is 
often assumed to be in the realm of the professional ecumenist or 
theologian and, indeed, this section includes reference to the formal 
theological dialogues in which the Roman Catholic Church is engaged, 
both bilaterally and multilaterally. In an understatement the document 
admits that the fruits of these many years of formal dialogue have ‘not 
always entered in the life of the Christian communities’. Reception of 
the agreed statements is a continuing challenge, not only for the 
Catholic Church but for others as well. However, the Vademecum very 
helpfully begins this section with a discussion of the ‘exchange of gifts’. 
The exchange of gifts is related to a fruitful and modern ecumenical 
methodology, receptive ecumenism, in which the partners do not 
approach the dialogue table with a sense that they possess the truth 
which they must share with the counterpart, but instead asking the 
question: ‘what can we learn from the partner, and receive from them?’ 
The exchange of gifts is a way of affirming that there are God-given 
truths and charisms in the ecumenical partner, that the Holy Spirit is 
indeed at work in that church, and that the exchange of insights and 
convictions can lead to both partners arriving at a deeper apprehension 
of the whole truth. As Unitatis redintegratio states ‘nor should we forget 
that anything wrought by the grace of the Holy Spirit in the hearts of 
our separated brethren can contribute to our own edification’.25  
   In moving on to ‘The Dialogue of Life’, the Vademecum recognises 
that this encompasses matters of ‘pastoral ecumenism’, ‘practical 

 
25 Unitatis redintegratio, 4. 
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ecumenism’ and ‘cultural ecumenism’. The document echoes the 
landmark Lund Principle (which was really not so much a principle but 
a question to the churches formulated by the World Council of 
Churches Faith and Order Conference in 1952), ‘whether [churches] 
should not act together in all matters except those in which deep 
difference of conviction compel them to act separately’.26 The 
Vademecum places this question squarely on the bishops’ agenda. 
   In the area of pastoral ecumenism, bishops are encouraged to support 
shared ministry, such as hospital, armed forces, university and prison 
chaplaincy. Bishops can also share resources, offering other Christian 
communities the use of a church for their own liturgies, for example. 
(The implementation of this, incidentally, has been enjoyed for decades 
now in the Church of England diocese in Europe which I serve, in Spain, 
Portugal, Morocco and France in particular.) Cooperation in catechesis 
with other Christians is also mentioned, even citing that the Catechism 
of the Catholic Church has ‘proved to be a useful tool for cooperation 
with other Christians in the field of catechesis’.27 I find this statement 
to be particularly intriguing. As an Anglican I certainly find that the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church is a very useful resource, and I refer 
to it in my own research and teaching frequently. However, I must 
admit that in my years of ecumenical dialogue and, indeed as the 
Director of Ecumenical Affairs and Studies of the Anglican 
Communion, I do not recall that the Catechism was ever identified as 
an ecumenical tool as such, as welcome as it would be. But even if only 
an aspiration, rather than a reality at this present time, it is a strong 
encouragement for bishops of other churches to explore the ecumenical 
use of the Catechism with their Catholic counterparts.  
   There are two areas of pastoral ecumenism which are given a full 
treatment in the document. They are addressed to bishops as pastors 
and touch directly on the lives of so many from all the Churches. One 
is the matter of the celebration of interchurch marriages and the 
pastoral care of interchurch families. The other is the sharing in 
sacramental life. The Vademecum acknowledges that the question of 
sharing and receiving the eucharist in each other’s liturgies is ‘an area 
of significant tension’ in ecumenical relations. I would have said that it 

 
26 Nicholas Lossky et al. (eds), Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement (Geneva: 
WCC Publications, 2002). 
27 Vademecum, 34. 



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 55  NO. 1 15 

could very well be the area of significant tension. Bishops are reminded 
of two principles as guardians of the Church’s sacramental life: that 
sacramental celebrations bear witness to the unity of the Church, and 
that a sacrament is a sharing of the means of grace. It is my experience 
that Catholic bishops and bishops of other churches hold these two 
principles together, with a different emphasis, or balance. Anglican 
bishops, for instance, would largely stress the second principle and thus 
would feel it right to offer the eucharist to baptised and communicant 
members of all Trinitarian Churches, as a gift that affirms the 
fundamental reality of the relationship in the Body of Christ, conferred 
by baptism. Catholic bishops, on the other hand, might stress the first 
principle, that reception of the eucharist is a sign of full ecclesial 
communion. Of course, (and I think that most Roman Catholic bishops 
would affirm this), when baptised persons, even if belonging to 
different churches, receive the eucharist together, they are thereby in 
full, visible communion with each other. The Vademecum calls upon 
the bishop as pastor, as one who cares for souls, to discern - on the basis 
of the second principle that the sacrament is a means of grace necessary 
for the fullness of life in Christ - when Catholic ministers might 
administer the sacraments to other Christians. Scandal and confusion 
are to be avoided of course (this would contradict the bishop’s role as a 
minister of unity), but much is expected of the bishops to make the 
appropriate pastoral discernment. This may turn out to be one of the 
key areas that this document underlines for ecumenical progress, while 
at the same time not dispensing with the norms and received teaching 
and discipline related to sacramental life.  
   Practical ecumenism is where many faithful of all Churches see the 
real work of Christian unity being lived. Bishops support this 
cooperation among Christians of all backgrounds in the relief of 
poverty, response to natural disasters, care for migrants and refugees, 
defence of human rights, peace building and the care for God’s creation. 
Practical ecumenism is already a widespread and a dynamic part of 
Christian witness in the world. Bishops can remind the faithful that 
such cooperation is not simply that of non-governmental organizations 
together, but a witness to our shared faith which compels us to uphold 
the value and dignity of every human being and the sacredness of 
creation.  
   Finally, within ‘The Dialogue of Life’, the Vademecum makes mention 
of ‘cultural ecumenism’. This is a dimension of ecumenical life which 
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does not get frequent notice, that Christian communities are often 
separated by cultural factors, having lived apart from each other for so 
long, rather than theological differences per se. Bishops, therefore, can 
lead in helping the faithful look beyond what might be cultural 
differences, to perceive the common features of shared faith. The 
Vademecum lists avenues to be explored in cultural ecumenism, such 
as joint academic, scientific or artistic projects, ecumenical concerts, 
festivals, exhibitions and symposia.  

A Practical Checklist 

The Vademecum concludes each major section with a set of practical 
recommendations, thirty-six in total. Reading these as an Anglican 
bishop, I could see how with very little adaptation these could become 
a checklist for my own ecumenical work and engagement. Some are 
quite straightforward: ‘to pray regularly for the unity of Christians’, or 
‘to meet with and listen to the experiences of interchurch families in 
your diocese’ for example. Others will require more work and a renewed 
ecumenical orientation, particularly towards enhancing joint witness 
and service: ‘To talk to other Christian leaders and your own diocesan 
ecumenical officer about what Christians are currently doing separately 
that could be done together’or ‘To establish a diocesan or regional 
dialogue commission involving lay and ordained theological experts. 
The commission might engage in a joint study of the documents of the 
international or national dialogues or may address issues of local 
concern.’  
   As the Anglican Co-chairman of IARCCUM, I am heartened to see 
significant overlap in the Vademecum with IARCCUM’s own lines of 
action addressed to Anglican and Catholic bishops in the document 
Growing Together in Unity and Mission.28 I am keen to make sure that 
the practical recommendations in the Vademecum be commended to 
the IARCCUM Anglican and Catholic bishops who are officially 
mandated by both our communions for a four-fold task of (a) building 
the links of friendship, communication and communion at all levels 
between our Churches; (b) leading the Churches in shared mission, 
witness, evangelism and practical cooperation; (c) promoting joint 
study of our shared faith and joint programmes of training for clergy 
and laity; and (d) encouraging common prayer, and liturgical events 

 
28 Growing Together in Unity and Mission (London: SPCK, 2007). 
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where possible. Certainly the sections in the Vademecum and the 
practical recommendations map very easily onto this particular 
bilateral commission’s mandate.  

Some Areas which the Vademecum Opens up for Further 
Reflection and Work 

Overall I find the document to be an excellent resource for Roman 
Catholic bishops which is very adaptable for application to bishops and 
church leaders of other denominations. It is not the final word and 
there is some scope for further development; indeed, it is the kind of 
document that could be updated every few years as the ecumenical 
landscape evolves. As separated Christians grow together, future 
updates can enable bishops to look ahead towards the next steps as they 
lead their people in the journey towards visible unity.  
   Some areas for future development might could include:  

1. A deeper reflection on the implications of the fruit of the 
liturgical movement in the West, which has meant Western 
Christians, Catholic, Anglican and Protestant, now see our 
family likeness more clearly in each other’s liturgies. That 
recognition can be an opportunity to nudge us towards greater 
common life, beyond our liturgical convergence. Most 
Christian Churches, after all, hold to some form of lex orandi, 
lex credendi, and if our ways of worship are so convergent, so 
our faith and thus our obligation to common mission in the 
world. Of course, many bishops might not be aware of this 
family likeness, as they are presiding in their own communities 
week by week. Indeed, I have met some who are surprised 
when they discover this convergence, which does give them 
renewed confidence in pursuing an ecumenical journey 
together.  

2. Linked to this liturgical convergence is the great potential 
inherent in the fact that most Western Churches have adopted 
a form of the Roman Catholic Lectionary for Mass, such as the 
three-year Common Lectionary. This opens up opportunities 
for bishops, pastors and homilists to prepare together for the 
Sunday proclamation of the word. What would it mean if in 
each city, town or community, Roman Catholics, Anglicans, 
Lutherans, Presbyterians, Methodists and others who hear 
essentially the same readings in church, also heard their 
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preachers expounding and unpacking the implications of those 
Scriptures for the lives of all Christian disciples in a given area 
and context? Although the Vademecum envisages that bishops 
will encourage ecumenical engagement in such things as Bible 
study, and catechesis, it does not mention this highly 
significant ecumenical gift of the Latin Church to other 
Western Christians.  

3. More might be said about the fruitful potential of the twinning 
of dioceses, and parishes, as a way to inject new life into the 
communities, encouraging them to advance together the 
mission of Christ. I recall when Pope Francis, as Bishop of 
Rome, paid a pastoral visit in February 2017 to the Church of 
England parish within his diocese, All Saints Anglican Church. 
The visit motivated the Anglican community to establish a 
formal twinning with Ogni Santi Roman Catholic parish, and 
joint work continues between the two today, with ministry to 
migrants, particularly from African countries. Similarly, more 
might also be said about the potential of pilgrimages. Most 
churches also recognise in their own ecclesiology the concept 
of the Church as the pilgrim people of God, and pilgrimages are 
growing in popularity today. Bishops might be encouraged 
together to lead people from two or more separated 
communities, perhaps to sites of common heritage, or even, to 
build upon what the Vademecum calls, (in the words of Pope 
Francis), the ‘ecumenism of blood’,29 to sites of martyrdom.  

4. A dimension of ecumenical life, only hinted at in the 
Vademecum, might warrant consideration by bishops. It is 
what the bishops of IARCCUM in 2016 called the ‘ecumenism 
of humiliation’.30 As the Church’s leaders, the bishops 
recognised the failures and brokenness of their communities: 
failure to protect vulnerable people, women from violence, 
children from sexual abuse, indigenous peoples from 
exploitation. Borrowing a quotation from the Catholic-
Lutheran dialogue, cited in the Vademecum’s section on the 

 
29 Vademecum, 22. 
30 IARCCUM, Walking Together: Common Service to the World and Witness to 
the Gospel (2016); see https://iarccum.org/doc. 
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healing of memories, ‘While the past itself is unalterable, the 
presence of the past in the present is alterable’.31  

5. There is a tantalising mention of the role of bishops in the 
reception of ecumenical dialogue texts. Bishops are 
encouraged to read and evaluate those documents. (Indeed, 
the Vademecum affirms that the whole Church is engaged in 
this process, lay faithful, theologians and pastors.) However, 
the Vademecum does not give guidance to the bishops as to 
how their own work of reception, testing the results of dialogue 
with the faith of the Church through the ages of which they are 
guardians, relates to the magisterium which has the ultimate 
responsibility to express a judgement. This is a huge doctrinal 
question for the Roman Catholic Church, and touches upon the 
questions of subsidiarity, the role of Episcopal Conferences and 
synods of bishops. But further work on this area will be a gift 
to non-Roman Catholics, who wish to understand more fully 
the relationship of the bishop, the college of bishops and the 
magisterium. 

May I add two very small critiques of the document, which do not in 
my opinion detract from its immense value, but which in a future 
revision might make it more able to be shared ecumenically: 

1. The text does not really benefit from reference to 
Anglicanorum Coetibus.32 That 2009 document from the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith authorized the 
creation of ‘ordinariates’, as a response to inquiries from 
Anglican groups in parts of the world who were seeking to 
become Roman Catholic. Communities in an ordinariate retain 
some aspects of Anglican liturgical heritage and traditions. My 
sense is that Anglicanorum Coetibus might be considered by 
the Church of Rome to be a pastoral provision; it is not widely 
considered (even by the PCPCU, to my knowledge) to be an 
ecumenical document. Certainly its preparation and release 

 
31 Vademecum, 24. 
32 Pope Benedict XVI, Apostolic Constitution Anglicanorum Coetibus (2009); 
see: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/apost_constitutions/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_apc_20091104_anglicanorum-coetibus.html 
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was not perceived by most Anglicans to be an exercise in 
ecumenical collegial episcopal ministry. I find it hard to 
understand why reference to this document is made in the 
Vademecum.  

2. The English translation of the Vademecum might have made 
use of a more inclusive translation for the quote from Psalm 
133, particularly as the psalm is cited with reference to the 
relationship Roman Catholic bishops have with other 
Christians in ‘The Dialogue of Love’. The NRSV, approved by 
the Catholic Bishops’ Conferences of the USA and Canada, with 
its rendition, ‘How very good and pleasant it is when kindred 
live together in unity’ would, at this point in what is 
understandably a document laden with male references, warm 
the hearts of those bishops and leaders of other churches 
around world who are women.33  

Conclusion 

The bishop as minister of unity exercises that ministry, in Roman 
Catholic (and Orthodox, Anglican and to a degree Lutheran 
understanding), collegially, as part of the universal college of bishops. 
For Roman Catholics that college is defined also as being one with the 
Pope. But what might be said about those bishops, most of whom would 
believe themselves to be part of the college of bishops of the Church of 
God, even if not in communion with the Bishop of Rome? There is a 
communion within such a universal college, even if imperfect, and that 
has some implications for bishops of all church traditions with regards 
to their joint ministry. It would be encouraging to bishops and their 
people world-wide, Catholic and non-Catholic, to begin to see how 
there can be some acknowledgement of this sharing, albeit in an 
impaired way, in one college. Could a nuanced reading of the Vatican II 
ecclesiology admit this?  
   I was reminded of an experience I had almost thirty years ago of one 
informal attempt at expressing this ecumenical collegiality made by one 
Roman Catholic bishop. His intervention completely galvanised about 
20,000 Christians of all traditions gathered together for an ecumenical 

 
33 HOLY BIBLE NRSV (The New Revised Standard Version) CATHOLIC 
EDITION, 1993, the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of 
the Churches of Christ in the United States of America.  



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 55  NO. 1 21 

event. It was 1992 in Brazil; I was at an encounter marking the five-
hundredth anniversary of the arrival of Europeans in the Americas. The 
gathering was marked by a profound spirit of repentance, in solidarity 
with those whose rights had been trampled on and who had been 
marginalised by the five-hundred years since the arrival of Christianity 
which sadly came with the sword of imperial expansion. The event was 
called the Assembléia do Povo de Deus, the Assembly of the People of 
God. The Roman Catholic bishop host, in whose diocese we were 
gathered, welcomed the assembled mass of grass-roots communities of 
Catholics, Lutherans, Presbyterians, Anglicans, Pentecostals and others 
besides. So that they could be recognised by the crowd, he asked ‘the 
bishops of the Catholic Church, in communion with Rome’ to stand. 
There were many present, and the ecumenical assembly roared with 
approval of such solidarity and support. Then the host asked for ‘the 
bishops of the Catholic Church, not in communion with Rome’ also to 
stand. There was a collective intake of breath in the stadium. The 
Anglican bishop that I was accompanying, together with other non-
Roman Catholic bishops among the crowd, took to their feet. The 
response of the gathering was overwhelming. At that moment the 
people of God had a glimpse of the powerful sign of one episcopal 
college.  
   In everyday life in local contexts, bishops standing together to 
exercise episkopé have the potential of being a precious sign to the 
world, and I believe, a huge encouragement to the people the bishops 
are called to serve. For this reason I hope that the Vademecum will be 
an item for discussion and sharing between Anglican and Roman 
Catholic bishops of IARCCUM, as it articulates so much of what they 
recognise as a shared understanding of their episcopal role. But beyond 
Anglican-Catholic dialogue, this document is worthy of exploration and 
discussion by bishops of all traditions and those who exercise episkopé 
in non-episcopal churches, to enrich and strengthen their common 
calling to support God’s people on the journey ever closer together on 
the path to visible unity. If the Vademecum is widely read by those who 
exercise episkopé beyond the Roman Catholic Church, then the PCPCU 
will have offered a great ecumenical gift to Churches of every tradition. 
   Indeed, I pray that it might move from being a Vademecum to a 
Vadenobiscum. 
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A GUIDE TO HELP CATHOLIC BISHOPS TO PROMOTE 

CHRISTIAN UNITY: IS ANYTHING NEW FROM AN 

INTERCHURCH FAMILY PERSPECTIVE? 

Ruth Reardon* 

A fifty-page document entitled The Bishop and Christian Unity: an 
Ecumenical Vademecum, was published by the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity in December 2020. An earlier vademecum, A 
Handbook of Spiritual Ecumenism, was published in 2006 by Cardinal 
Kasper, then President of the Pontifical Council. Comparing the two 
shows that there has been a noticeable shift in the pastoral 
understanding of interchurch families during that decade and a half. For 
one thing, the terminology changed from ‘mixed marriages’ to 
‘interchurch families’ – a very welcome development which the 
Interchurch Families International Network had requested from the 2015 
Synod on the Family. Another novelty that was greatly appreciated was 
the recommendation that Bishops should ‘meet with and listen to the 
experiences of interchurch families’. Many couples over the years have 
found it was not easy to meet bishops who wanted to listen, although 
there have been notable exceptions. Now it is an official recommendation. 
Bishops should become more aware of the deep pain that couples 
experience because of Christian divisions. It was stressed that their 
judgement about what constitutes a ‘grave necessity’ for sacramental 
sharing is always a question of pastoral discernment, concerning the care 
and salvation of souls. It is not so easy to ‘meet and listen’ during a 
pandemic, but we can record three recent occasions when it has 
happened on Zoom. The first was a Zoom meeting between members of 
the English and Welsh Anglican-Roman Catholic Committee with 
members of the British Association of Interchurch Families on 10 October 
2020, replacing a face-to-face weekend that had been planned before 
Covid 19 restrictions came into force. The second was a webinar on 17 
May 2021 to launch a new version of a leaflet on possibilities for 

 
* Ruth Reardon was a founder-member of the Association of Interchurch 
Families in 1968, its Secretary until 2000, editor of the journal Interchurch 
Families 1993-2004, and is now a President of AIF. 
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eucharistic sharing in interchurch families, originally published by the 
National Board of Catholic Women in England following the episcopal 
publication of One Bread One Body (1998). The third was a webinar 
offered on 20 May 2021 by the Anglican Centre in Rome with the title of 
‘Walking Together: the gift of interchurch marriages’. 

The Bishop and Christian Unity: an Ecumenical Vademecum, was 
published by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity 
(PCPCU), Rome, in December 2020. It runs to fifty pages and its 
purpose is to encourage and assist Catholic Bishops to fulfil their 
ecumenical responsibilities. It was presented by Cardinal Koch, 
President of the PCPCU, at a press conference on 4 December 2020, and 
can be found on the website of the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity.1 
   The publication of the guide marks both the twenty-fifth anniversary 
of Pope John Paul II’s Encyclical Ut unum sint, and the sixtieth 
anniversary of the establishment of the Second Vatican Council by Pope 
John XXIII. Besides being based on Vatican II’s decree on ecumenism, 
Unitatis redintegratio (1964), and on Ut unum sint (1995), the new 
vademecum is also based on the Directory for the Application of the 
Principles and Norms on Ecumenism (PCPCU, 1993). From a canonical 
point of view there is nothing new in this guide: Interchurch families 
who search it for a change in the rules – for example, on eucharistic 
sharing – will be disappointed. However, the language and tone of the 
new guide indicates how far thinking and practice on the application of 
authoritative texts has moved on during the past few decades.  

The Background 

An earlier guide, A Handbook of Spiritual Ecumenism2 was published in 
2006 under the authorship of Cardinal Walter Kasper, then President 
of the PCPCU. This was produced in response to a request for a brief 
handbook or vademecum inviting those with special responsibility for 
Christian Unity to deepen the spiritual roots of ecumenism. The request 
came from the 2003 Plenary Meeting of the Council, which focused on 

 
1 See: 
http://www.christianunity.va/content/dam/unitacristiani/Documentazionege
nerale/2020Vademecum. 
2 New York: New City Press,96 pp. 
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the theme of ‘spiritual ecumenism’. In it, Cardinal Kasper offered his 
own stimulating experiences and the contributions of others who had 
shared their lived experiences of spiritual ecumenism, as a practical aid 
for all who have taken to heart the cause of unity among Christians. 
(The extensive contributions to the preparation of the handbook by 
Mgr Johan Bonny and Fr. Don Bolen, both staff members of the PCPCU 
at the time, and now bishops, were acknowledged.) It is a ‘this is what 
can be done’ document. 
   This new vademecum, The Bishop and Christian Unity, also responds 
to a request from the members of the Pontifical Council, meeting in 
2016. It is addressed directly to every Catholic Bishop, whose 
‘ecumenical engagement is not an optional dimension of his ministry 
but a duty and an obligation’, in the words of the preface by Cardinal 
Koch and Bishop Brian Farrell, Secretary of the PCPCU. The text had 
been developed by the Council’s officials in consultation with experts 
and relevant Vatican dicasteries, and it is published with Pope Francis’ 
blessing. It is in effect saying to each and every Bishop: ‘please get on 
with it; this is your job’ in a more forceful way than in the earlier 
handbook. 
   Both guides devote two paragraphs to mixed marriages/interchurch 
families and it is these that are focused on here. In A Handbook of 
Spiritual Ecumenism ‘Mixed Marriage Families’ appear in paragraphs 39 
and 40, under the general heading ‘Sacramental Celebrations’. In The 
Bishop and Christian Unity ‘Interchurch Marriages’ is the heading of 
paragraph 35, followed directly by paragraph 36 on ‘Sharing in 
Sacramental Life’, both under the general title of ‘Pastoral Ecumenism’.  

A change in Terminology: From ‘Mixed Marriage’ to 
‘Interchurch Marriage’ 

An important point to note is the change in terminology used in The 
Bishop and Christian Unity. So far as I know this is the first time that 
‘mixed marriages’ have become ‘interchurch marriages’ in any official 
Roman document, and it is a real step forward. The term was coined in 
1968 at the first national meeting of mixed marriage couples in England, 
and it was used in 1969 when the English ‘Association of Interchurch 
Families’ was formed. The couples AIF represented disliked the term 
‘mixed marriages’ because of its ambiguity; it could apply to many kinds 
of mixing, including interracial and interreligious marriages. As 
international contacts grew, it became clear that wherever groups and 
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associations of interchurch families appeared, they shared this feeling. 
Interchurch families worldwide felt that they had a particular vocation 
with regard to promoting Christian unity, and the terminology by 
which they self-identified recognised this: in English-speaking regions 
‘interchurch families’, in German-speaking regions ‘konfessions 
verbindenende Familien’, in French-speaking regions ‘foyers mixtes 
interconfessionnels’, and in Italy ‘famiglie miste interconfessionali’.  
   One of the specific suggestions made to the 2015 Synod on the Family 
by the Interchurch Families International Network was that 
consideration should be given to revising the terminology of ‘mixed 
marriage’ when it refers to the marriages between baptised Christians.3 
The Bishops did not seem to respond at the time, but the request has 
now been answered favourably in this PCPCU document. Using the 
term is a mark of respect for the vocation of interchurch families. As a 
result, they become more visible within the church communities, and 
can give a clearer ecumenical witness. 

Bishops are Advised to Listen to Interchurch Families 

Among the list of ‘Practical Recommendations’ which closes the section 
on ‘Pastoral Ecumenism’ in The Bishop and Christian Unity is the 
following: ‘To meet with and listen to the experiences of interchurch 
families in your diocese.’4 To my knowledge this is unprecedented 
advice to be given officially to Bishops at world level. Interchurch 
families have always been eager to ‘tell their stories’ – one international 
conference in Scotland in 1992 had the theme ‘Listen to our story’ – but, 
with notable exceptions, many couples have found over the years that 
it was not easy to meet bishops who wanted to listen. They have been 
grateful to the Catholic pastors and theologians who have been willing 
to do so. Fr. Thomas Ryan CSP, Director of the Canadian Centre for 
Ecumenism, who arranged a series of meetings with interchurch 
families across Canada in the late 1980s, said that he ‘had never 
interacted with a group of church members who were more grateful 
that somebody expressed interest in what they were living’.5 

 
3 See the ‘Response to the 2015 Synod on the Family from the Interchurch 
Families International Network’, in One in Christ, vol. 49, no1, 2015, 142-160. 
4 P. 33. 
5 See ‘A Canadian Association?’ in the Journal of the Association of Interchurch 
Families, 4, 1, (January 1996), 7. 
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   But here it is Bishops themselves who are being advised to take the 
initiative. This is a pastoral recommendation that is worthy of the spirit 
of Amoris laetitia; it goes beyond simple ‘pastoral care’ to something 
more like the ‘pastoral understanding’ that the international 
conference of interchurch families held in Edmonton (Canada) in 2001 
hoped for. It catches the spirit of the recent guidelines published by the 
German Bishops on eucharistic sharing in interchurch families, when 
the Bishops spoke of a ‘spiritual conversation’ with couples on the 
subject, using a phrase that St Ignatius of Loyola applied to the 
discernment required in deciding upon a particular course of action. 
Any of the German Bishops is free to apply the guidelines in the way he 
decides is best for his own diocese.6 One English couple suggested that 
a ‘friendly conversation’ would sound less formidable and more 
welcoming – and in fact this was what they had experienced with their 
own Catholic Bishop. In any case what is required is a pastoral dialogue 
that would start from the actual experience of real people. If this 
happened widely it could transform the situation of interchurch 
families and allow them to live out their vocation in a more open and 
joyful way. 

Positioning of Interchurch Families in Relation to 
Sacramental Sharing 

A particular field of experience that interchurch families have long been 
eager to talk about with Bishops is that of eucharistic sharing. The 
Bishop and Christian Unity reinforces the new work done by the 2006 
Handbook in positioning interchurch families firmly in the context of 
its section on sacramental celebrations.7 
   This was a step forward from the 1993 Directory. The new text goes 
further. Its ‘Pastoral Ecumenism’ section is introduced by ‘Shared 
pastoral challenges as opportunities for ecumenism’ (32), followed by 
‘Shared ministry and sharing resources’ (33) and ‘Mission and 

 
6 See ‘The German Bishops and the Development of Understanding of 
Intercommunion’ by James Cassidy in One in Christ vol. 53, no1, 2019, 31-45, and 
‘The German Bishops’ Guidelines on Eucharistic Sharing in Interchurch 
Families: What’s New?’ by Ruth Reardon in vol. 52, no 2, 2018, 339-358.  
7 See ‘Spiritual Ecumenism: a vademecum from Cardinal Kasper’, in Interchurch 
Families: Issues and Reflections no 6, April 2007. 
http://interchurchfamilies.org/index.php/issues-and-reflections/number-6-
april-2007/spiritual-ecumenism-a-vademecum-by-cardinal-kasper.html.  

http://interchurchfamilies.org/index.php/issues-and-reflections/number-6-april-2007/spiritual-ecumenism-a-vademecum-by-cardinal-kasper.html
http://interchurchfamilies.org/index.php/issues-and-reflections/number-6-april-2007/spiritual-ecumenism-a-vademecum-by-cardinal-kasper.html
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catechesis’ (34). After this commendation of shared pastoral care, 
ministry, catechesis and mission, comes ‘Interchurch marriages’ (35). 
These must not be seen as problems, since they are ‘often a privileged 
place where the unity of Christians is built’. However, ‘pastors cannot 
be indifferent to the pain of Christian division which is experienced in 
the context of these families, perhaps more sharply than in any other 
context’.  
   The following section on ‘Sharing in Sacramental Life’ (36) does not 
in fact mention interchurch families specifically, but the fact that it 
follows on immediately from paragraph 35 seems to link it directly with 
the ‘pain of Christian division’ experienced so sharply in interchurch 
families and laying its claim on the pastoral concern of the Bishop. It is 
the Bishop’s task to decide whether there is a serious need for 
eucharistic sharing. The Bishop is always called to exercise his ‘pastoral 
discernment’ in judging when exceptional sacramental sharing is 
appropriate because it concerns the care and the salvation of souls. He 
must exercise prudence to avoid causing confusion; ‘nevertheless he 
should bear in mind St John Paul II’s words when he wrote: “It is a 
source of joy to note that Catholic ministers are able, in certain 
particular cases, to administer the Sacraments of Eucharist, Penance 
and the Anointing of the Sick to Christians who are not in full 
communion with the Catholic Church”’.8 

A Strongly Pastoral Approach and Tone 

The document appeals to the pastoral heart of the Bishop. Bishops must 
become more aware of the deep pain that couples experience because 
of Christian divisions. All Christians of course need to experience the 
pain of division, but the intimate context of marriage – a sacrament that 
is a sign of the close union between Christ and the Church – means that 
some mixed couples who share the sacraments of baptism and marriage 
experience the consequences of division far more sharply than most 
Christians do.  
   The word ‘pain’ was introduced into the Roman terminology in the 
2006 Handbook following the use of the term in relation to eucharistic 
sharing in Cardinal Kasper’s address to interchurch families when they 
made an informal visit to the PCPCU in 2003. Is that pain always 
necessary when Churches are committed to working together more 

 
8 Ut unum sint, 46. 
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closely on the road to visible unity? Bishops must not become so 
focused on the first principle of sacramental sharing that they overlook 
the second. The document quotes Unitatis redintegratio 8. A sacrament 
bears witness to the unity of the Church; it is also a sharing in the means 
of grace. In general, therefore, sacramental sharing is limited to those 
in full communion. However, it is permitted for the care of souls within 
certain circumstances, and when this happens it is to be recognised as 
both desirable and commendable. The Bishop and Christian Unity 
stresses that the Bishop needs to exercise his discernment in weighing 
the claims of both these aspects of sacramental sharing. It also says that: 
‘it is important to stress that the bishop’s judgement about what 
constitutes a “grave necessity” for sacramental sharing is always a 
pastoral discernment, that is, it concerns the care and the salvation of 
souls.’ Yes, he should be prudent in avoiding confusion, nevertheless he 
should ponder the words of Pope John Paul II expressing his own joy 
that this is now possible in certain cases. There is a stress on the positive 
aspect of eucharistic sharing: where this can take place, it is to be 
desired and commended. 
   A focus on the pastoral needs of interchurch families in all their 
variety and at all stages of marriage and family life does not negate the 
witness of the Roman Catholic Church to the close relationship 
between eucharistic and ecclesial unity, but it approaches the question 
of eucharistic sharing from another perspective, which is equally 
Catholic. It is greatly to be welcomed by interchurch families and all 
concerned for their welfare that the focus for the Bishop has been 
clearly identified as the pastoral discernment of the need for eucharistic 
sharing in some couples and families, rather than a concentration on a 
checklist of canonical criteria for admission. The canonical criteria 
remain, but the whole tone is different, the expectations are different. 

Listening to Interchurch Couples and Families: An 
Ecumenical Process? 

An earlier section of ‘Pastoral Ecumenism’ (paragraphs 32-37) indicates 
that ‘shared pastoral challenges are opportunities for ecumenism’, and 
this is taken up in paragraph 35 on ‘Interchurch marriages’. ‘Mutual 
meetings of Christian pastors, aimed at supporting and upholding these 
marriages, can be an excellent ground for ecumenical collaboration … 
Local agreements on these pressing pastoral concerns are therefore to 
be encouraged.’ It follows then that listening to the concrete 
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experiences of interchurch couples in the context of meeting with other 
church leaders can be a fruitful form of ecumenical collaboration for 
Catholic Bishops.  
   ‘Listening’ may not be so easy in a time of pandemic. But where 
Christians really want to talk to one another, they have been finding in 
recent months that although not the same as face-to-face meetings, 
virtual meetings via Zoom can be very fruitful. Three recent examples 
are relevant to our topic here. 

EWARC: The First Example 

It was in 2007 that the International Anglican-Roman Catholic 
Commission for Unity and Mission (IARCCUM) produced its first 
report: Growing Together in Unity and Mission (GTUM). IARCCUM is 
concerned with joint action and common witness; its emphasis is on 
practical and pastoral ecumenism, as distinct from the focus of the 
older ARCIC (Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission) on 
theological dialogue. Both bodies now function in parallel at 
international level. The national bodies that follow up the work of 
ARCIC were expected to do the same for IARCCUM, and thus it was 
that the English Anglican-Roman Catholic Committee (‘English ARC’), 
in its five-year working period from 2013 to 2017, studied GTUM in the 
context of the English situation, and produced its own report: Walking 
Together: Mapping Anglican-Roman Catholic Relations 2018. It was 
published in the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2018, introduced 
by the Anglican and Roman Catholic Co-Chairs, Bishop Tim Thornton 
and Archbishop Bernard Longley. As a result of its mapping exercise of 
the way in which Anglicans and Roman Catholics were working 
together at diocesan and parish level, and in line with the proposals of 
GTUM, it made six practical proposals at the end of its report. In first 
place was the suggestion that Anglican and Roman Catholic bishops 
together might reflect on ways in which they do and could increasingly 
‘support interchurch families, especially by ensuring that all canonical 
provisions and pastoral opportunities are reflected in parish life’.9  
   EARC’s successor became EWARC (English and Welsh Anglican-
Roman Catholic Committee). Doral Hayes, the AIF Executive 
Development Officer, and also Ecumenical Facilitator for 

 
9 See ‘An English ARC Report, seen from an Interchurch Family Perspective’ in 
One in Christ, vol. 52, no 1, 2018, 170-175. 
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Hertfordshire, was appointed as a member of the Anglican team. The 
first meeting of the quinquennial took place in the summer of 2018. It 
takes some time for a new committee to sort out its priorities, but 
EWARC decided to take up the challenge presented to it and work on 
promoting the joint pastoral care of interchurch families. At a meeting 
of EWARC in mid-March 2019, Doral was asked to introduce the subject 
as a lead into a general discussion. She reiterated an invitation already 
made by the AIF Chair of Trustees, Paul Docherty, to members of 
EWARC to an AIF weekend in October 2020. 
   The Bishop and Christian Unity had not yet been published, with its 
proposal that bishops should listen to interchurch families, nor had it 
spoken of the value of ‘shared pastoral challenges’ as ‘opportunities for 
ecumenism’. But EWARC members anticipated it by deciding that they 
wanted to meet and listen to interchurch families themselves. An 
overnight meeting was planned between representatives of EWARC 
and the Association of Interchurch Families for the autumn of 2020. It 
was disappointing that a face-to-face meeting could not be held in view 
of Covid 19 restrictions, but a zoom day event was organised on 10 
October and was felt to be very worthwhile. Over fifty members of AIF 
were present. The Anglican co-chair of EWARC, Bishop Christopher 
Foster of Portsmouth, was there all day except when he had to go off to 
two different ordinations which were delayed because church buildings 
could not be used until Covid 19 regulations began to be relaxed. In 
addition to Bishop Christopher and Doral, there was another Anglican 
member of EWARC and two more who proposed to ‘drop in’ as other 
commitments allowed. Roman Catholic members included Canon 
Tony Churchill, the co-secretary of EWARC, Fr. Jan Nowotnik, the new 
Roman Catholic National Ecumenical Officer and Secretary to the 
Catholic Bishops’ Department for Dialogue and Unity, and two more. 
Another member of EWARC present was the Baptist consultant-
observer Dr Paul Goodliff, general secretary of Churches Together in 
England. 
   There were mutual introductions on the work of EWARC and 
interchurch family history, but the centrepiece was when interchurch 
families were divided into small groups to ‘tell their stories’, each group 
with an EWARC member to lead and ask questions. EWARC wanted to 
understand current pastoral needs and what would most help 
interchurch families to fulfil their vocation. These leaders reported back 
in a plenary session chaired by the Bishop of Portsmouth on what they 
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had heard from their groups, when he returned from his first ordination 
visit, and there was a chance for comments and questions before he left 
again for his second ordination service. 
   Paul Docherty’s preliminary report on the day was discussed by the 
AIF Advisory Council in November; the final version with suggestions 
for ways in which both EWARC and AIF might influence the provision 
of pastoral care given to interchurch families has been forwarded to 
EWARC. AIF talked and EWARC listened. Many of the themes raised – 
including eucharistic sharing – concerned practice in the Roman 
Catholic Church, but questions were also raised about Anglican 
practice. As one EWARC member commented: ‘The group was not a 
“moan-fest” but faithful Christians who love their churches, taking 
stock of reality. Much love was also expressed, both for the church and 
for particular priests.’ One of the practical outcomes of this 
conversation is a project (which is already in hand) to revise the booklet 
Churches Together in Marriage: Pastoral Care of Interchurch Families’, 
published by Churches Together in England and CYTUN (Churches 
Together in Wales) in 1994, and to use the new material on the web-
sites of Churches Together in England and the Association of 
Interchurch Families. 

The NBCW Leaflet: The Second Example 

EWARC had practised listening to interchurch families in an 
ecumenical context, with Anglicans and Roman Catholics together, and 
a Baptist participant observer. The stimulus had come from IARCCUM, 
an international body, while the discussion had focused mainly on the 
local situation in England. The leaflet on eucharistic sharing launched 
at a webinar on 17 May 2021 by the National Board of Catholic Women 
(NBCW), a consultative Body to the Catholic Bishops’ Conference of 
England and Wales, also focused on the local situation, but it was 
prepared in a Catholic context. 
   An earlier version of the NBCW leaflet had been published in the year 
2000, entitled: May my husband (a Christian from another Church) ever 
receive Holy Communion with me? How? In 1998 the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference of England and Wales, together with the Catholic Bishops 
of Scotland and Ireland, had published One Bread One Body (OBOB), 
applying the norms of the 1993 Ecumenical Directory from Rome to the 
territory of the three episcopal conferences. AIF had rejoiced that, for 
the first time, the Catholic Bishops of England and Wales as a body had 
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recognised in One Bread One Body that it was canonically possible for 
other Christians to be admitted to communion in the Roman Catholic 
Church alongside their Catholic spouses, in certain cases and under 
certain conditions. The members were, however, saddened that this 
permission was apparently limited to ‘unique occasions’, a condition 
that was not imposed by the 1993 Directory from Rome. The Association 
was studying One Bread One Body in detail10 when it was asked by 
NBCW to appoint a woman to its Ecumenical Standing Committee. The 
Committee was concerned that the positive provisions of OBOB were 
so little known at parish level and were in the process of preparing a 
leaflet to help inform Catholics of what was possible under the terms of 
OBOB. A member of AIF was duly appointed, and May my husband? 
appeared in the following year. AIF helped with the leaflet’s publicity 
and distribution.  
   So when, in 2016, the newly appointed secretary of the Department 
for Dialogue and Unity of the Catholic Bishops Conference suggested 
to NBCW that a revision of the May my husband? leaflet, bringing its 
language up-to-date and making it more user-friendly, could be timed 
to coincide with the twentieth anniversary of OBOB, it seemed natural 
for the Committee (now the Ecumenical and Interfaith Committee of 
NBCW) to contact AIF about the project. It was agreed that AIF would 
take on a consultative role, but that the document would be the 
responsibility of NBCW as a Consultative Body to the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference. In fact, the AIF representative, Helen Mayles, who joined 
the Committee in 2016, did a great deal of work on the leaflet. 
Personally, I was doubtful whether a revision of the original leaflet 
would yield much fruit, since the norms of One Bread One Body were 
still in force, but how wrong I was. 
   The new version is entitled: Who can receive Communion with us? 
When may Christians from other Churches ask to receive Holy 
Communion in a Catholic Church? It states its credentials: ‘This leaflet 
has been written by the National Board of Catholic Women in 
consultation with the Association of Interchurch Families, the 
Department for Dialogue and Unity of the Catholic Bishops’ 
Conference of England and Wales and the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting Christian Unity in Rome. It is based on One Bread One Body, 

 
10 See One Bread One Body: a Commentary from an Interchurch Family Point of 
View by Ruth Reardon in One in Christ, vol. 35, no 2, 1999, 109-130.  
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the Bishops’ Conference teaching document on the Eucharist in the life 
of the Church.’ The process of revision took about five years, was 
presented twice to the Catholic Bishop’s conference, had input from the 
Pontifical Council in Rome and went through seemingly endless drafts, 
but the result is well worth it. The text is still bounded by the norms of 
One Bread One Body, but its tone is very different from that of the 2000 
version. As an Anglican member of AIF wrote: ‘I welcome the tone and 
especially the “expectation” – it is written in loving joyful expectation 
of requests being made AND GRANTED. For those of us who have gone 
through a painful occasion of asking and being refused, to read a loving 
explanation of the rules predicated on the expectation that the answer 
will normally be “yes”, gives me hope. I welcome seeing more light and 
love in the process than I did when I first read One Bread One Body and 
felt that the last few pages seemed to be trying to close and even 
bolt/lock that door. We have come a long way and I hope the Eucharist 
will be food for all for the onward journey.’  
   The revision of the leaflet had got people talking again about 
eucharistic sharing in interchurch families and realising how long it was 
since One Bread One Body appeared. Much had happened during those 
two decades, including the detailed work done by the German Bishops’ 
Conference on the subject, and the response of Pope Francis to the 
Lutheran wife who questioned him in 2015. The leaflet itself could not 
go further than OBOB, but the webinar on 17 May 2021 to launch it, 
organised by NBCW, allowed for questions and discussion on possible 
future developments. It began with a theological perspective 
introduced by Dr Clare Watkins, Reader in Practical Theology at the 
University of Roehampton, based on the theology of OBOB. She 
covered an immense agenda in fifteen minutes in a most stimulating 
manner: the purpose and shape of One Bread One Body; ‘real presence’ 
and ‘sacrifice’; ‘communion’ in the eucharist and in the Church; the 
theology of the domestic church and an implicit theology of 
discernment – a practice on which so much depends in the living out of 
the norms; also, the apparent tensions between normally disallowed 
practices being allowed in exceptional circumstances. There were two 
additional points: the tensions between dogmatic positions and 
pastoral concerns, and the question of who can give permission: does it 
always have to be a bishop, or can the parish priest adapt the norms as 
pastoral situations arise? 
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   Then the formula changed: rather than asking Bishop Paul Hendricks, 
Auxiliary Bishop of Southwark and member of the Department for 
Dialogue and Unity, to give another talk, Janet Ward, the Convenor of 
the NBCW Ecumenical and Interfaith Committee, put questions to 
him. He had been pleased to become involved with the preparation of 
the NBCW leaflet at a late stage, and paid tribute to Canon John 
O’Toole who had initiated the work and had done much to support it 
until his term as secretary of the Department for Dialogue and Unity of 
the Catholic Bishops Conference came to an end at the beginning of 
2020. It was not a document of the Bishops’ Conference as such, but the 
bishops had seen it at various stages of the work. Asked about some of 
the issues raised, Bishop Hendricks was particularly interested in the 
question of the discernment involved and who should undertake the 
discernment. To the question of what would happen if a non-Catholic 
came forward for communion, he said that a celebrant would not 
normally refuse unless grave public scandal was involved. A similar 
method of question-and-answer was used to draw out the story of a 
Catholic/Anglican couple, Helen and Philip Mayles, members of the 
Association of Interchurch Families. They were interviewed by Janet 
Ward, and this proved to be a good way of listening to their testimony, 
described by the Anglican husband of a Catholic wife who had joined 
the webinar from Australia, as speaking ‘very gently from the depths of 
their experience and heart’. The text of their interview is appended to 
this article.  
   The lively discussion that followed the three presentations could have 
gone on for so much longer. ‘This is all part of a process,’ said Janet 
Ward, and it is to be hoped that this webinar will be followed up, so 
that interchurch families who experience a need to share communion 
may be enabled openly and confidently to ‘speak with the Lord and go 
forward’, (as Pope Francis has encouraged them to do), surrounded by 
the joy of their church communities and for the good of the whole 
Church.  

An Anglican Centre in Rome Webinar: The Third Example 

The third example of bishops, with others, listening to interchurch 
families comes from an international and Anglican context. Only a few 
days after the launch of the NBCW leaflet, on 20 May 2021, the Anglican 
Centre in Rome (ACR) offered a webinar entitled ‘Walking Together: 
the gift of interchurch marriages’. A few years ago, the ACR publicised 
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interchurch families as a topic for one of its week-long Rome courses, 
but no details were given and the proposal was not followed up, then 
Covid 19 intervened. However, by hosting a webinar in the context of 
the pandemic the ACR was able to bring together online more 
interchurch couples from around the world than it would have 
gathered for a week in Rome. The webinar aimed at highlighting the 
journey and experience of married couples coming from the Roman 
Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion, exploring the many 
blessings of Anglican-Catholic marriages, and showing how they have 
addressed the differences of their respective spiritual journeys and how 
they have been challenged as couples and as families.  
   There were several Anglican Bishops at the seminar, including its 
Director, Archbishop Ian Ernest, former Bishop of Mauritius and 
Primate of the Indian Ocean, who welcomed the participants. He had 
become Director in 2019, the same year that Bishop Michael Burrows, 
Bishop of Cashel, Ireland, had taken over as Chair of the Governors of 
the ACR. He too took part in the webinar, as did Bishop David Hamid, 
Bishop in Europe. Their role was to ask questions and make comments; 
the main part of the session was given over to the stories of interchurch 
families themselves.  
   After a meditation by Canon Edgar Ruddock to set the scene, the first 
speaker was Dr Ken Dunn, formerly an experimental physicist at 
Queen’s University of Belfast and now a Visiting Professor to the 
Catholic University of Louvain, Belgium. From 1984 to 2020 he was a 
member of the General Synod of the Church of Ireland. He was a 
founder-member of the Northern Ireland Mixed Marriage Association 
(NIMMA) and its first chair (1974-1978). He has chaired the Association 
again from 2006 to date. When he and his future Catholic wife, Maura, 
first went out together, the troubles had just begun, and times were 
hard for mixed marriages. Happily, the ecumenical centre at 
Corrymeela put on a weekend for mixed marriages, and for Ken and 
Maura it was like ‘coming in from the cold’. NIMMA soon came to birth, 
and Ken was well placed to give a brief history of this body, unique 
among interchurch family associations in having a divided community 
to contend with, as well as a divided Church. 
   A couple living in Ireland who spoke of their marriage included an 
Anglican priest. Anne was ordained in the Church of England but then 
moved to the Church of Ireland where she had served in two parishes 
and in chaplaincies. She and her husband, Alan, had met at Taizé when 
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they were both working there as volunteers. In the case of another 
couple from the Republic of Ireland it was the husband, Phil, who was 
the Anglican priest. He had met his future Catholic wife, Claire, when 
he was preparing for ordination and after she had left a missionary 
community with whom she had worked as a religious sister for twelve 
years. They had both been welcomed into the community of the other 
and had been able to share communion from the beginning. The 
important thing was that their marriage was Christ-centred, said Claire, 
and everything else flowed from that – living with both traditions 
seemed quite natural. Living with differences is enriching, and they 
would never want to give them up, although there are things in the 
Anglican Church, such as women priests and married priests, that she 
would like to see in her own Church. 
   The oldest couple who spoke came from Mauritius; they had been 
married for fifty-six years and had children, grandchildren and great-
grandchildren. They had met when Robert, the Catholic, came to study 
in England. Valerie’s family had been much involved in the life of the 
local Anglican parish church, but she had been educated at an Ursuline 
convent school in the area, so she was ‘well-versed in Catholic teaching’ 
by the time she left home to train as a nurse in London. The couple met 
all the discouragement that was normal for ‘mixed marriages’ in those 
days, but persevered. Valerie had signed the promise about the Catholic 
upbringing of the children that was required and had no regrets. She 
had been allowed to receive communion when she had requested it on 
family occasions. Robert commented that the only difference in their 
worship seemed to be that Valerie’s was in English and his in French.  
   This, and other interventions, raised the subject of interchurch 
marriages that were also inter-cultural. The question of identity came 
up, as did eucharistic sharing, when quite different experiences were 
mentioned. The variety of couples and situations was striking, and the 
interchurch couples who asked questions and made comments were 
not limited to those where Catholics were married to members of the 
Anglican Communion. The question of the relationship of interchurch 
families to official ecumenical dialogues came up: Did they think these 
top-level meetings were relevant to them? Did they feel they were 
problems to the churches? Interestingly, Jamie Hawkey, Canon 
Theologian of Westminster Abbey and chair of the UK Development 
Committee of the ACR, referred to this during another webinar a little 
later, meeting to discuss the topic of the ‘Malines Conversations one 
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hundred years on.’ He noted that one couple was grateful for the 
dialogues, but another thought they should start with the experience of 
people on the ground rather than with high-level theology.’ It is not a 
binary choice’, said Canon Hawkey, stressing that we need 
communication between those from above and those from below. 
Bishop Michael Burrows had made this point at the end of the 
interchurch family webinar, saying that the ACR wants to make a bridge 
between formal theological dialogue and pastoral reality. That would 
indeed be welcome to interchurch families.  
   The ACR is well placed to undertake this work. It has been friendly 
and generous to interchurch families in the past. When the 
International Network of Interchurch Families held its Rome Gathering 
in 2003 all the ARC couples who attended it were invited to tea at the 
Centre one afternoon, which was much appreciated. And when a small 
representative group returned to Rome two years later for an informal 
meeting with the PCPCU, the ACR offered kind hospitality and 
practical assistance in providing a meeting place for the larger group 
that came to help plan and follow-up that meeting. The webinar, 
however, is an entirely new initiative, and a good beginning. There is a 
great deal more to tease out and unpack on ‘the gift of interchurch 
families’ – and how they are a challenge, as well as a gift, to the 
churches. 

Appendix: An interview with a Catholic-Anglican Couple, 
from the Webinar Organised by the National Board of 
Catholic Women, 17 May 2021 

Janet: We are now going to ask Helen and Philip Mayles to share some 
of their experiences. Can I invite you first of all to tell us a bit about 
yourselves? 
Helen: I am a Roman Catholic, my mother is Spanish, my English father 
was brought up an Anglican and became a Catholic soon after his 
marriage. 
Philip: Curiously, I was also born into an interchurch marriage. My 
mother was a catholic and my father was the son of a Methodist 
minister. Although I was baptised in a Catholic church, I was brought 
up as an Anglican.  
Helen: We have been married for forty years. We have two grown up 
daughters, both of whom are very involved in their Christian 
communities. 
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Philip: We have been determined throughout our marriage to take as 
active a part in each other’s church as possible and have usually gone 
to both churches each Sunday. We see our two churches in a similar 
way as we see our two parental families and we want to be fully part of 
both of them. 
Janet: When you first met how did you see the difficulties associated 
with being members of different church traditions? 
Philip: With a Catholic mother and Protestant father I have always had 
an interest in the theological differences between our churches. When 
we were engaged, I went for instruction with a priest at Westminster 
Cathedral. I found that we share almost all of the fundamental beliefs, 
but the priest told me that I should not become a Catholic just to be 
able to receive communion with my wife. In the end I decided to remain 
an Anglican. 
Helen: There were tensions at times as we discussed our beliefs, but I 
learnt to value the extra insights that I experienced as I accompanied 
Philip to the Anglican church. I believe that God was calling me to 
marry Philip, for many reasons, but one of the most important ones was 
that he is a committed Christian of another denomination. 
Philip: We both wanted to be married within the context of the 
eucharist, that is, to have a nuptial Mass.  At the time of our marriage 
in 1980, it was apparently not possible for us both to receive 
communion, but the idea of only one of us receiving communion 
seemed like a complete contradiction to the rest of the wedding service. 
Helen: We concluded that the only way to solve this dilemma was for 
the priest to be the only communicant – which strangely may have 
seemed more normal now with Covid restrictions! 
Janet: How were things after you were married? 
Helen: We joined the Association of Interchurch Families shortly after 
the birth of our first daughter. The support of this group of committed 
Christian couples and of the priests and ministers of all denominations 
that we have met through the Association has been invaluable. In the 
1980’s, the late Fr. John Coventry, then recently retired as Jesuit 
Provincial, enabled us to consider the issues and then to receive 
communion together at the Masses celebrated with members of the 
association. 
Philip: These two occasions a year were particularly special as the 
whole group of Christians were able to be fully part of the celebration 
of the eucharist and were often quite emotional. 



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 55  NO. 1 39 

Helen: Our children were both baptised in a Catholic church with our 
Anglican parish priest also taking part in the service. They went to a 
nearby Catholic school and the crunch came when we asked our parish 
priest if Philip could receive communion at our eldest daughter’s First 
Holy Communion, and the priest replied it was only possible with the 
Bishop’s permission. I knew one of the auxiliary bishops quite well and 
he invited us to tea. We were astonished when he told us that First Holy 
Communion was not an occasion of serious need as it was really a social 
occasion and added that the diocesan bishop had never given such 
permission. As a young married couple, we were saddened to see that a 
bishop, with whom I was otherwise quite friendly, completely 
misunderstood the deep pain that we felt Sunday after Sunday as we 
were separated at the eucharist. And worse than that, how the refusal 
to allow their Daddy to receive communion at their First Communion 
was an effective way of undermining my efforts to bring up the children 
in the Catholic tradition. 
Philip: The deep hurt in our family was eventually lessened by us going 
to a priest in a neighbouring parish who said to me ‘of course you must 
receive communion’ and the children made their First Communion in 
his parish. 
Janet: Has One Bread One Body made your life together easier? 
Helen: It confirmed the position that the Catholic Church did not insist 
that you had to be a Catholic in order to receive communion at Mass. 
However, only being able to approach our parish priest on ‘unique 
occasions of joy and sorrow in the life of our family’, was a long way 
from what we had hoped for. We did obtain permission to receive 
together on occasions such as anniversaries, Easter and Christmas. 
Philip: I have never forgotten the first time at Midnight Mass at 
Christmas in our parish, when the eucharistic minister who 
administered the chalice made a point of coming to us after Mass and 
said how really pleased he was to be able to give me communion. 
Helen: We also received a much warmer reception from our bishops: 
Philip wrote to Cardinal Cormac Murphy O’Connor, who was then 
bishop of Arundel and Brighton, to ask permission for him to receive 
communion at my father’s funeral. 
Philip: We received a lovely letter back in which he said that I would 
be welcome to receive communion at any funeral in his diocese. (He 
also encouraged us to approach our own parish priest who was known 
to him.) 
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Helen: Most of my father’s family are Anglican, and the priest 
celebrating the funeral Mass realised that some of them would want to 
receive communion also. He asked me to quietly let them know that he 
would not refuse them communion at the altar, and this gave them 
great joy. That funeral Mass was a time of special grace that brought 
together the extended family. 
Philip: Around the same time we were invited to attend a diocesan 
Mass in celebration of marriage. It would have felt rather strange to be 
celebrating a marriage and not to receive communion together. I 
therefore wrote to the bishop to ask for permission. It was uplifting to 
come home to find a friendly message on our answerphone saying that 
I would be most welcome. 
Helen: Another memorable occasion was the confirmation of our two 
daughters, in their late teens. Our parish priest was given permission to 
administer the confirmation. Our Anglican priest at the time was a 
retired bishop and it was agreed that he would be the children’s 
sponsor… 
Philip: … but wearing the full regalia of an Anglican bishop – this was 
as close as we could get to a joint confirmation. The confirmation took 
place during Saturday evening Mass with many parishioners from both 
our congregations present. 
Helen: Our parish priest had agreed to give Philip communion but was 
concerned about giving communion to the bishop as well. When it 
came to the moment he was spontaneously moved to do so. 
Philip: Some time later, we were attending an interchurch family 
conference in Canada with Bishop (now Cardinal) Marc Ouellet. In a 
small group, our daughter had told him about her confirmation and he 
later related this to the plenary and was momentarily lost for words 
with emotion. 
Janet: How do you see things twenty years after the publication of One 
Bread One Body? 
Helen: It would be easier now to obtain permission to receive 
Communion at one’s wedding or a child’s  First Communion. But there 
are still many who do not know they can ask, and others who would 
like to ask for permission more often but can’t face a ‘no’. 
Philip: It has been pointed out to me that it would be much easier if I 
were to become a Catholic. However, I am still more comfortable 
worshipping in the Anglican tradition and as St John Paul II said ‘we 
live in our marriage the path to Christian unity’. When we are able to 
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receive communion together, it is always a special occasion for us.  
When we cannot receive together it is as hurtful as it would be not to 
be able to join in a family meal in my parents-in-law’s house. It 
sometimes feels as though we are Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet 
striving to celebrate our love in the context of their feuding families.  
Perhaps the Duke will turn up one day soon and will encourage them 
to bury their differences!! We long for the day when our churches are 
able to see that they really ARE one as Christ prayed. 
Helen: The churches may be divided but we were both baptised into 
Christ, we have become one flesh through the sacrament of marriage 
and we need the gift of the eucharist to nourish our faith, to sustain us 
in our Christian life together, and to help us witness to the one Body of 
Christ. 
Philip: We live in hope that One Bread One Body is not the final word. 
A few years ago a Lutheran woman approached Pope Francis and asked 
him when she could receive communion with her husband. His reply 
was that he could not give her permission but encouraged her to ‘talk 
to the Lord and go forward’, stressing that there is one Lord, one faith, 
one baptism.  
Helen: The leaflet just published seeks to put the norms of One Bread 
One Body in a style that is more approachable and written with 
empathy. We ask the Bishops of England and Wales to consider revising 
the norms in One Bread One Body, and to address, for example, the 
serious need of married couples to receive communion together on an 
ongoing basis. There are also spontaneous needs that do not allow time 
for a formal request: the serious need of small ecumenical groups, 
whether it be in a Chapel of Unity, or on a pilgrimage or retreat, to 
express their unity by celebrating the eucharist and receiving 
communion together.  
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THE ARRIVAL OF LECTORS – AN ECUMENICAL 

OPPORTUNITY 

Thomas O’Loughlin* 

The 2021 decisions to formally recognising lay liturgical ministries is a 
significant step in how Roman Catholics imagine ministry based in 
baptism, as distinct from Order, as being of service within the Church. 
This will create a need for widespread ministerial training in a way new 
to Roman Catholics – and this may present an ecumenical opportunity. 
Not only does practicality and the need to avail well of resources argue 
that this training to be planned between churches, but it would allow 
Catholics to draw on the experience of others in training for lay ministry, 
and, perhaps more importantly, allow all the churches involved to 
recognise the ecumenical potential of the lectionary. 

A Changed Situation in the Catholic Church 

On 10 January 2021 Pope Francis issued a personal directive – in Vatican 
terminology what is known as a motu proprio – regarding the 
celebration of the liturgy in the Latin rite of the Roman Catholic Church 
entitled Spiritus Domini.1 It changed – apparently – just a couple of 
words in the Code of Canon Law,2 but it actually marks a whole new 

 
* 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 It can be found at: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/motu_proprio/documents/papa-
francesco-motu-proprio-20210110_spiritus-domini.html 
(accessed 30 July 2021). 
2 Canon 230, 1 now reads: ‘Lay persons who possess the age and qualifications 
established by decree of the conference of bishops can be admitted on a stable 
basis through the prescribed liturgical rite to the ministries of lector and 
acolyte. Nevertheless, the conferral of these ministries does not grant them the 
right to obtain support or remuneration from the Church.’  

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/motu_proprio/documents/papa-francesco-motu-proprio-20210110_spiritus-domini.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/motu_proprio/documents/papa-francesco-motu-proprio-20210110_spiritus-domini.html
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direction of travel within the liturgy of the Latin church. For the first 
time since the emergence of the notion of a sacra ordo, the Latin rite 
will formally recognise lay members within the assembly – that is 
everyone other than bishops, presbyters, and deacons – as ministers.3 
Until now, the normal situation was that if you were a lay person you 
could not be a minister in a liturgical assembly; and if you were a 
minister, then you were a cleric or far along the road to becoming a 
cleric.4 Now in a matter of months the Latin rite has three ministries: 
lector, acolyte, and catechist to which lay people, men and women, can 
be ‘instituted’.5 
   Of course, lay people – especially nuns and brothers – have been 
teaching catechism for centuries and it was they who did ‘the heavy 
lifting’ in terms of forming each next generation in the ways of faith: 
but their work as catechists was not formally recognised as being a 
ministry. It was as if they were ‘just standing in’ for the real ministers: 
clergy. Likewise, boys (and in recent decades girls) have been ‘serving 
Mass’ for centuries, but they were not serving the liturgy to the people 
(the meaning which ‘serving the Eucharist’ would have for the 
Orthodox), they were the personal servants (ministrantes) of the priest, 
who was conceived as the liturgy’s sole ‘celebrant’. The priest said Mass, 
the people heard Mass, and a boy answered the priest as he needed to 
have someone there ‘to answer’; and in some situations even a woman 

 
Instead of ‘lay persons’ it used to read ‘lay men’ (viri laici), and so an important 
threshold has been passed in having the law reflect the faith of the Church that 
the liturgy is the work of all of us, sisters and brothers of Jesus in baptism. 
3 See S. Laeuchli, Power and Sexuality: The Emergence of Canon Law at the Synod 
of Elvira (Philadelphia, Temple University Press, 1st ed., 1972).  
4 Since the 1972 decree Ministeria quaedam, there was an anomaly in the Roman 
rite. When it abolished a formal entry into the clerical state (‘tonsure’) and the 
‘minor orders’ which followed it, the situation became that entry to the clergy 
was identical with diaconal ordination. However, the two ministries (lector and 
acolyte which ‘succeeded’ minor orders) were now being given to lay men. This 
legal anomaly was solved in practice in that only seminarians received these 
ministries and they were seen as the last steps before diaconate. The practical 
and theoretical perspectives, that these are lay ministries, are now, since 
January 2021, in agreement. 
5 The language of ‘institution’ (first used in Ministeria quaedam) has been 
retained probably lest it could be argued that women had been ordained to any 
ministry, rather than with any consciousness of the problematic nature of the 
notion of ‘ordination’ (not least in an ecumenical context) as such. 
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could answer the priest but was not allowed to do so from within the 
sanctuary but from further away kneeling outside the altar rails. 
   Recent decades have brought two further developments. Beginning 
with the new rite in 1969, lay people have read the First Reading 
(usually, on a Sunday, a passage from the Old Testament ), the Psalm, 
and the Second Reading (usually, on a Sunday, a passage from one of 
the Epistles), and in some places the petitions in the Prayer of the 
Faithful.6 This has been seen as ‘doing a job’ whose principal benefit 
was that it gave people some ‘buy in’ to the liturgy in that they could 
get ‘involved’. Performing the task was seen as one more liturgical task 
– akin to carrying the cross or taking up the collection – that was 
performed in lieu of the priest. It was not seen as a ministry but as 
helping out the priest; and, as such, many people (particularly those 
with conservative liturgical tastes) saw it as no more than pandering to 
‘participation’ using a school-room model: give everyone something to 
do, and they will be swept along in the group process. Other clergy, 
invoking but inverting the so-called legal principle of qui facit per alium, 
facit per se, saw it as no more than a slowing distraction and limited ‘lay 
readers’ to a minimum. To speak of it as a ministry of service from 
within the community for the community, arising out of our common 
baptismal vocation to minister to one another in the assembly, would 
have seemed no more than a piece of liturgical pomposity. The one skill 
the task seemed to need was that of reading aloud while being un-afraid 
of awkward names, and being willing to do this from a podium. 
   The other development was ‘the Extraordinary Ministers of the 
Eucharist’ who were commissioned to help in the distribution of 
communion at a Mass and, in some places, to lead a Service of the Word 
with Holy Communion (from the reserved sacrament). This was seen 
as ministry – it involved handing the Blessed Sacrament, handing it over 
those who wished to receive – but was most emphatically ‘extra’ to the 
ordinary. It was justified in the case of ‘helping with communion’ in 
that, due to a shortage of clergy, the whole proceeding would be 
prolonged excessively without their help.7 The other situation was that 
without them people would not be able to receive communion when 

 
6 See T. O’Loughlin, ‘The Prayer of the Faithful: Mystagogy and Performance’, 
Pastoral Liturgy 50,1(2019), 6-11. 
7 See T. O’Loughlin, ‘Eucharist or Communion Service?’ The Way 38(1998), 365-
374. 



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 55  NO. 1 45 

there was no priest to preside at a Eucharist.8 In many places, this has 
become almost a de facto norm with people referring to ‘the Short Mass’ 
– just readings and communion (without either homily or eucharistic 
prayer) and ‘the Long Mass’ or ‘Father’s Mass’ which occurs less 
frequently. This ‘Long Mass’ is seen as for the pious – you have to be 
willing ‘to put up with a lot more talking’ and ‘lose a lot more time’ – 
and for the renewal of the stock of reserved particles.9 Within an 
inherited religious culture that emphasised legal sacramental minima 
for what constituted attendance at obligatory rites, the ‘Short Mass’ 
phenomenon has had a destructive effect on many attempts at liturgical 
renewal; and perpetuated many confusions that were part and parcel of 
the un-reformed liturgy. That said, it was at these ‘Services of the Word 
with Holy Communion’ that for the first time Catholics, who were not 
nuns or brothers (who would have been familiar with one of their 
number presiding at the Liturgy of the Hours), experience a liturgy led 
by a non-cleric. However, this ministry was seen as temporary solution 
to a shortage of clergy driven solely by utilitarian and practical needs – 
it was not to be considered ‘normal’.  
   Now, with Pope Francis’ motu proprio, there is the possibility of a 
bishop specifically choosing women and men as lectors and acolytes 
(equivalent to the ‘Extraordinary Ministers of the Eucharist’) and we 
will have members of the assembly, in virtue of their baptismal calling, 
serving their sisters and brothers within the assembly alongside the 
ordained. It will take a long time for this theological shift to sink in 
among Catholics, but if it is to do so then the first step is for bishops to 
introduce these new ministries into their dioceses, prepare men and 
women for them, institute them within their communities, and then let 
the People of God experience these ministries. 
 

 
8 The effect of these services on perpetuating a transactional notion of sharing 
in the eucharistic meal as a sacral object to be obtained, has received almost no 
attention in pastoral theology. Most seem content with the notion that it is 
good that people come regularly to worship and, as has been observed to me by 
numbers priests, unless the service is seen to involve something important – 
such as ‘getting Holy Communion’ – the people will not consider it ‘worth their 
while’ attending. 
9 This practice is in some places so established that communities see the 
rationale for the priest’s visit not in that they then celebrate the Eucharist, but 
that he alone can effect the sacramental re-supply. 
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An Ecumenical Moment? 

It might now be asked what has this to do with ecumenism and why 
should a paper like this take up space in One in Christ? The answer lies 
in the fact that if lectors are going to be instituted as ministers, then 
training them in an ecumenical context makes the most sense. 
   There are both practical and educational reasons for such an 
ecumenical approach, and some reasons that fall under both headings. 

Practical advantages 

1. Cohort size. There is a cohort size beneath which a class – unless 
rigorously selected in the manner of a post-graduate seminar – can too 
easily allow one or two dominant personalities to silence the others into 
passivity. Likewise, if the same people form small groups every time, 
the group becomes a set of cliques. A larger cohort allows for a better 
mix of people, experience, and backgrounds. Outside of major cities, 
unless groups are locally based face-to-face training becomes 
burdensome if left to any one church, and so the arguments (even 
before the question of payment of trainers is mentioned) for working 
together in a common need is obvious. 
   The ‘training’ of lectors cannot be envisaged along the lines of either 
a mini undergraduate programme or that used in driving schools to 
teach how to handle a vehicle. Such models assume that there is a 
quantum of information / set of skills that can be mastered. But 
effective ministerial education is an on-going cycle of practice, learning, 
deepening in understanding, growing in skills, discovering new 
questions and weaknesses, and gradually growing in proficiency. If this 
ministry is to be a real ministry within the assembly and for the service 
of the assembly, this continual enhancement will have to be considered 
from the outset. This will require a commitment in resources that will 
be without parallel for many Catholic dioceses. Although this level of 
widespread liturgical and scriptural education may bring many benefits 
beyond what is expected of ‘adult ed’ and ‘faith formation’ programmes, 
there will be a need to use slender resources wisely and wide 
collaborations with other churches are an obvious path for exploration. 

2. Academic facilities. Each year sees the closure of one or two sites that 
a couple of decades ago were thriving seminaries, theological colleges, 
retreat centres, or religious houses with libraries and classrooms. 
Finding local facilities is not easy and while some work can be handled 
by distance learning, the actual experience of reading in a liturgical 
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assembly needs actual proximity. How many places in any area now 
have the practical resources – be that a classroom, a chapel for practice, 
a library, and computer facilities – that could facilitate the formation of 
the new lectors? However, virtually every Christian church – certainly 
those whose historic roots are in western Christianity – needs to train, 
re-train, or engage in the on-going training of those who read at the 
liturgy.  

Educational advantages 

3. Training lay ministers. There is an un-written but very real division 
in educational vision between that given to clerics and that given to 
laity within the Roman Catholic Church. Many in Rome still speak of 
‘theology’ as a discipline for clerics, while the same academic field when 
studied by lay-people is referred to as ‘religious studies’ (which is quite 
different from what is meant by that latter term in the English-speaking 
world), but the problem is deeper. Seminarians are educated on the 
basis of learning skills they will use – in, for example, preaching – and 
it is seen as a process of ‘formation’; while most programmes run by 
dioceses and parishes are imagined using adult education model. In this 
model, the students are the final consumers of the information and it 
is conceived as catechesis of which they, on their faith journeys, will be 
the beneficiaries. So, unless they are being trained as teachers, there is 
a lack of awareness that they should be skilled as ministers who are 
themselves active, not simply in reference to clergy, in the whole 
process of faith tradition. 
   By contrast, many other churches have long experience of  training 
lay ministers for work in communities as ministers with specific tasks 
in the community and not just well-informed members of that 
community. In theory, after several decades of preparing men for the 
permanent diaconate, these skills should have been developed within 
the Catholic theological community, but a comparison of the levels of 
skills among Roman Catholic deacons might compare unfavourably 
with that found among Anglicans who have been instituted as readers. 
Similarly, it is painfully obvious when teachers familiar with the 
dynamics of the seminary,10 use the same methods with lay people; 
while it is equally worrying when – as I have heard on more than one 

 
10 See the extensive study of this aspect of Catholic spirituality in C. McGrath-
Merkle, Bérulle’s Spiritual Theology of Priesthood: A Study in Speculative 
Mysticism and Applied Metaphysics (Münster: Aschendorff Verlag, 2018). 
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occasion – a seminary teacher says he would have ‘to adapt’ to a lay 
training situation. This change is not that of adjusting level, but of 
educational dynamic – the difference between what has been called the 
‘lay style of theology’ and ‘the clerical style of theology’. It is not often 
recognised by those involved in seminary training that this is usually 
experienced as a communication of professional knowledge – ‘this is 
what you need to know to belong to the clergy’ – rather than a 
theological education. However, lay ministers need to have their needs 
met as they engage in that ministry – and this is an open-ended quest 
and process - rather than to be formed as members of a special 
profession which is a very defined process regulated both by the 
institutional ethos of the seminary as much as the Roman regulations 
on seminary training which are viewed as mandatory regulations within 
seminaries. 
   The simplest way to avoid these problems is to make the whole 
experience an ecumenical one, drawing upon and learning from the far 
greater experience of other churches in this process. 

4. Common problems with the evaluation of the Scriptures. Unlike in 
other areas of ministry, many of the questions relating to the use of ‘the 
Bible’ / ‘the Scriptures’ / ‘ancient Jewish and Christian texts’ that will 
emerge for those embarking on the ministry of lector will be common 
to most contemporary Christians. While it might be argued that 
Catholics have a very different approach the Scriptures from some other 
churches, it may come as a surprise just what issues people will have. 
Moreover, the lector has to be aware that many of those listening to 
their words as they read may have, for example, far more in common 
with an Evangelical than someone with a traditional Catholic view of 
the Bible as the Church’s book. Likewise, many of the personal 
hesitations of the lector about the content of what she/he is reading – 
one needs but to think of the imagery of God as the mighty warrior in 
Exodus 14 and 15 as used at the Easter Vigil – are shared by fellow 
Christians. An ecumenical environment is often a freer and more open 
space for exploring such questions, while the diversity of viewpoints is 
broadening for all involved. 

Mixed advantages 

5. The range of teachers available. The lector’s work overlaps three 
distinct areas of education / training / formation. Firstly, there is the 
need to refine the actual performance skills of making an ancient text 
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come alive again as an oral performance. Most of our Scriptures 
emerged in an oral environment and were intended not for the world 
of private reading,11 much less for the individualised literary 
environment of the world of printed books,12 but to be heard in an 
assembled group.13 But converting marks on a page into an oral 
performance is a real skill, especially given the range of genres that we 
encounter – and all too often treat homogenously – in the Scriptures. 
This skill is not learned in one moment, but is akin to the actor 
discovering ‘the reading’ of a part. Second, the more that anyone 
reading the Scriptures knows about the background of the texts, the 
greater the richness that is brought to the reading. So there needs to be 
help in understanding texts that are inherently difficult and far more 
alien in world-view that we often acknowledge. Another aspect of this 
biblical familiarity is answering the questions which belong to the 
meta-narrative of the Bible: what are we to make of this activity of 
reading such texts, how should we see them- divine oracles valid for all 
time or the experience of a pilgrim people-, what are we really saying 
when we declare at the end of a lection: ‘The Word of the Lord’? 
Moreover, we now read many of these texts with our ‘backs to 
Auschwitz’ and we have to ask ourselves how we relate to the texts of 
the Hebrew Bible: are these life giving or simply there to play the role 
of showing they have been superseded?14 Third, we are not simply 
reading these texts in a group, but as part of a liturgical gathering. This 

 
11 Our practice of reading privately, usually in silence, emerged as a common 
practice only in the twelfth century, in parallel with the development of 
physical book forms that were convenient for such reading. On the significance 
of this development for religious understanding – and our reading of the 
Scriptures – see, I. Illich, In the Vineyard of the text: a commentary on Hugh’s 
Didascalicon (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1993). 
12 The impact of printing on the liturgy was first pointed out by Marshall 
McLuhan; see M. McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy (Toronto: Toronto 
University Press, 1962). 
13 Note the extensive research that has taken place over the past three decades 
on orality in the communities in which our Christian Scriptures came into 
existence. 
14 This is a far more pressing issue in our liturgical reading than is often 
recognized, see M.M. Boulton, ‘Supersession or Subsession? Exodus Typology, 
the Christian Eucharist and the Jewish Passover Meal’, Scottish Journal of 
Theology 66 (2013), 18-29. 
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means that the lectors have to be aware of this dynamic and that theirs 
is a liturgical ministry. 
   It goes without saying the every Catholic diocese has all these skilled 
teachers available from within their own community. However, there 
might be a diocese where they have some but not all of these skills and, 
in particular, there might several dioceses where teachers with skills in 
Old Testament / Hebrew Bible may be far thinner on the ground that 
we might like to think. Given the current state of human resources in 
the Roman Catholic Church, that this educational task be carried out 
with properly skilled teachers will necessitate an ecumenical team in 
virtually every diocese. 

6. Greater awareness of the dynamics of ministry. Ministry is changing 
rapidly in all of the churches whether they see themselves as liturgical 
churches or not. In this respect that Catholic Church is different to 
most: ministry means – for the majority of Catholics – the ministry of 
presbyters. Some parishes may have seen a permanent deacon, but 
these are few and far between and the deacon’s services may have been 
confined to the tenure of a particular parish priest. Lectors will have to 
learn from other models of ministry what it is to be a minister – taking 
responsibility for their ministry in a manner never envisaged when they 
‘just read because Father asked me’ – and other churches have far more 
experience of shared ministry.  

Ecumenical advantages 

There are also specific ways in which a shared training of lectors might 
play a part in the larger ecumenical movement. 

7. The principle that ‘That which can be done together should be done 
together’ is a good one not jus as part of the ecumenical vocation of the 
churches but because it fosters a witness of co-operation and 
complementarity in a world of destructive divisions. The shared 
inheritance of the Scriptures – despite our differences of interpretation 
– is a basis for the common name of Christian. If we cannot work 
together in a project such as training these ministers, then there is 
really little hope of progress in matters more difficult. In addition, in 
learning to work together in this matter, we may see more clearly 
exactly where those matters which divide us lie.  

8. The common Sunday Lectionary. The lectionary created by the 
Roman Catholic Church in 1969 has been one of the great ecumenical 
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success stories. Yet, it is virtually unknown and very little appreciated. 
While the Ordo lectionum Missae is not identical with the Revised 
Common Lectionary,15 they are closely related in their architecture and, 
for the most part, have the same gospel readings for Sundays. The 
Reims Statement on the lectionary is one of the most important 
statements on ecumenism in worship that we possess: it could be seen 
as providing the underpinning for the whole endeavour.16 

On the Edge of the Future 

The Catholic Church is setting off on a new course in terms of its vision 
of liturgical ministry. That so few – including most bishops – seem to 
be aware of this is not surprising: first steps are usually small ones. 
However, this process may gather pace and become an important 
source of renewal within the Catholic Church; and, if responded to 
ecumenically, it may bring benefits to the whole People of God. 
 

 
15 See T. O’Loughlin, Making the Most of the Lectionary: A User’s Guide (London: 
Church Publishing,Inc., 2012), 144-148 where the two lectionaries are compared 
in detail. 
16 The Reims Statement of 2011 can be found at 
https://www.anglican.ca/faith/worship/resources/reims-statement/ (accessed 
6 August 2021) and from there can be downloaded as a pdf. 

https://www.anglican.ca/faith/worship/resources/reims-statement/
https://www.anglican.ca/faith/worship/resources/reims-statement/
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CATHOLICITY OR UNIVERSALITY? POPE FRANCIS AND 

THE CHALLENGES OF GLOBALISATION1 

Luc Forestier* 

Current debates concerning the unity of our humanity, confronted with 
global risks such as climate change and pandemics, are an invitation to 
ecclesiology to a deeper reflection on the idea of catholicity, so often 
confused with that of universality. This article shows how Pope Francis, 
in his teaching as in his actions, offers a critique of abstract universalism, 
with its grave epistemological and political consequences. This allows us 
next to show how, in Catholic apologetics, the universalist understanding 
of catholicity developed within the political context of the rise of 
nationalism up until the conflagration of the First World War. The 
papacy’s diplomatic and missionary initiatives were thus marked by this 
universalist understanding of catholicity which did not change until the 
turning point which was Vatican II, and taking the cultural 
characteristics of each people into account. Catholicity is then 
understood as a particular application of the universal call to Christian 
faith, while respecting the plurality and singularity of human cultures. 
However, this relationship between catholicity and universality is more 

 
1 This article arose from taking part in a meeting on 4 March 2021 of the Chair 
of Geopolitics and Religion at the Catholic Institute of Paris (ICP), with Dr 
Pavlo Smytsnyuk of the Catholic University of Lviv (Ukraine). In addition, I 
would like to thank Dr Laura Pettinaroli, senior lecturer in history at the ICP 
Faculty of Arts and Chair director, as well as Professor Dominique Iogna-Prat, 
director of research at the French National Centre for Scientific Research and 
member of CéSor at the Paris School of Advanced Studies in the Social Sciences. 
In the context of researching new faces of catholicity, this article follows on 
from: ‘What does Catholicity Mean? Ecumenism, Synodality and Cultures 
according to Pope Francis’, One in Christ, vol.54, n°2, 2020,199-217. 
* Luc Forestier, priest of the French Oratory, is Associate Professor in the 
Theologicum, Faculty of Theology and Religious Sciences of the Catholic 
Institute 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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difficult to translate into terms of institutional reform in the governance 
of the Catholic Church. 

On 19 December 2018 the Delegates’ Assembly of the Federation of 
Swiss Protestant Churches adopted a new Constitution2 to take effect 
from 1 January 2020, and so became the Protestant Church in 
Switzerland (PCS), bringing together the twenty-four Reformed 
cantonal churches, as well as the United Methodist Church and the 
Église Évangélique Libre de Genève in Switzerland. Article 4, titled 
‘Unity in Diversity’, states that the Protestant Church in Switzerland ‘is 
part of the one, holy, universal Church’.3 In the French, German and 
English versions, the text of the Constitution avoids the word ‘Catholic’, 
and so takes us back to the debate about translating the Creeds.4 
   In fact, the age old question concerning the meaning of ‘catholicity’—
to do with how it expresses the multifarious political realities which 
humanity assumes, or to do with the various forms of the relationship 
between the centrality of Rome and local churches—has once again 
come to the fore in respect of the evident tensions around the present 
pontificate. One of the more spectacular manifestations of this tension 
was certainly the ‘Extraordinary moment of prayer at a time of 
pandemic’ of 27 March 2020, in which Pope Francis appeared in almost 
total isolation as the planet felt the first effects of the pandemic. In St 
Peter’s Square the assembled crowds have allowed successive popes to 
express visibly the inter-relationship between their ministry both as 
bishop of the city of Rome and as universal pastor, with a symbolic nod 
to a certain kind of temporal authority largely put in question by the 
fall of the Papal States in the nineteenth century and by the Lateran 
Treaty of 1929. But on that day the sovereign pontiff appeared in 
poignant isolation, while still giving voice to the consequences of this 
pandemic for the whole of humanity. Isolated from his local church, in 

 
2 The text of the Constitution (English version) is available at 
https://www.evref.ch/en/organization/constitution/. Accessed 10 April 2021. 
3 In French: ‘Elle se veut partie prenante de l’Église une, sainte, universelle et 
apostolique’; and in German: ‘Sie ist Teil der einen, heiligen, allgemeinen und 
apostolischen Kirche.’ 
4 See for example the historical sections of a French language ecumenical 
dossier compiled by Florian Michel, ‘Catholicam Ecclesiam. Note sur un essai 
de traduction œcuménique du Credo (1970)’ in Cristianesimo nella Storia 29 
(2008), 547-566. 

https://www.evref.ch/en/organization/constitution/
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common with many other countries, Francis also appeared radically 
separated from other bishops, alone in the face of a planet fragmented 
into nations withdrawing into themselves, as he called on the whole of 
humanity to ‘find the courage to create spaces where everyone can 
recognize that they are called, and to allow new forms of hospitality, 
fraternity and solidarity’.5 The very sign of the blessing Urbi et Orbi 
expressed more than ever the worldwide dimension of the mission of 
the Bishop of Rome within a humanity both united and divided by the 
pandemic. 
   In the context of the need for a new form of governance on the part 
of humanity, how far can one go in presenting the Roman primacy as a 
special form of government for a worldwide church, and as a source of 
inspiration, or even a model, for worldwide governance? How then 
should we understand the ‘catholicity’ of the Church? And how to 
interpret politically the ecclesiological debates currently underway 
about how the various strata of the Catholic Church relate to each 
other?  
   Having sought to identify some characteristic elements of the 
pontificate, we will consider the doctrinal and diplomatic 
developments around catholicity, while showing the limited 
connection between worldwide government and Roman primacy 
within the Church. Once we have dealt with the matter of conciliar 
reception, we will be able to identify the political aspects of the 
ecclesiological questions, indicative of the tensions within worldwide 
Catholicism. 

1. Pope Francis and Globalisation 

Eight years into his pontificate—the length of his predecessor’s 
tenure—the publication of Fratelli tutti (2 October 2020) was seen by 
many observers as a decisive text, concluding a kind of arc which began 
with Pope Francis’ initial apostolic exhortation Evangelii gaudium (24 
November 2013). Adopting the title of a work of St Francis of Assisi, he 
expressed the desire to bring together many of his previous statements 
about the ‘universal dimension’ of brotherhood and social friendship. 
Of course, this ‘social’ encyclical must be read against the background 
of Laudato si’ (2015) which was the first to be wholly published by Pope 

 
5 Pope Francis, Homily at the Extraordinary Moment of Prayer (27 March 2020), 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2020/documents/papa
-francesco_20200327_omelia-epidemia.html. Accessed 11 April 2020. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2020/documents/papa-francesco_20200327_omelia-epidemia.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2020/documents/papa-francesco_20200327_omelia-epidemia.html
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Francis.6 But we cannot restrict the Pope’s position on globalisation to 
the formal teaching laid down in the magisterial texts. Indeed, his 
contributions have their place above all within the pastoral government 
of the Church, which he exercises according to the Catholic doctrine of 
Roman primacy. If we wish to understand Pope Francis’ position in the 
face of globalisation, and eventually to distinguish universality and 
catholicity, we must first assess his occasionally spectacular gestures 
and his apostolic journeys. We will then be able to examine how first 
Laudato si’ and then Fratelli tutti provide a reflection of the catholicity 
proper to the Church. 

a. Journeys and gestures 

During his first public audience, just after his election on 19 April 2005, 
Benedict XVI returned to the choice of his name, explaining that he 
wished to pay homage to Benedict XV, the pope of the First World War, 
thus placing his ‘ministry at the service of reconciliation and harmony 
between persons and peoples’.7 But to this he added a word on St 
Benedict of Nursia and his essential role in evangelising Europe, and in 
providing ‘a fundamental reference point for European unity and a 
powerful reminder of the indispensable Christian roots of his culture 
and civilization’.8 From this point of view, Pope Francis’s election 
represents a clear break, by being a non-European pope, and by his 
actions, right from the start of his pontificate. Apart from the choice of 
cardinals (in a conclave today, the Sacred College would number fifty-
five European cardinals with voting rights out of a total of one-
hundred-and-twenty-high), the journeys of Pope Francis before the 
pandemic clearly favoured ‘peripheral’ regions.9 This is especially true 

 
6 Bearing in mind that the first encyclical published by Francis, Lumen fidei (29 
June 2013), was largely prepared by Benedict XVI.  
7 Benedict XVI, General Audience, 27 April 2005. See 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xvi/en/audiences/2005/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20050427.html. Accessed 
12 April 2021. 
8 Note that on April 1st 2005, some days before his election, Cardinal Joseph 
Ratzinger received the St Benedict Prize at Subiaco, and emphasised how 
fruitful had been St Benedict’s gesture, in troubled times, of silent withdrawal, 
and then founding a monastery which played a pivotal role in the 
reconstruction of Europe. 
9 Pierre de Charentenay, ‘La géographie du pape François’, Études (March 2020), 
19-28. 

http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/audiences/2005/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20050427.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/audiences/2005/documents/hf_ben-xvi_aud_20050427.html
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for Europe, with visits to Albania (2014), Bosnia-Herzegovina (2015), 
Sweden (2016), the Baltics (2018), Bulgaria and Northern Macedonia 
(2019), and Romania (most recent European apostolic visit, June 2019). 
   To the choice of destinations one must add a number of spectacular 
gestures, such as placing his hand on the Palestinian ‘security barrier’ 
(Bethlehem, 25 May 2014), or the Mass celebrated in Mexico on the 
border with the United States (Ciudad Juarez, 17 February 2016). In the 
latter case, people in the Texan town of El Paso were not only able to 
follow the pontifical Mass, relayed by video, but they could also 
communicate, thereby visibly downplaying this border which 
candidate Trump in full campaigning mode promised to reinforce.10  
   Indeed, from the very beginning of his pontificate, Pope Francis has 
combined apostolic visits with prophetic gestures. A few months after 
his election he suddenly decided to visit Lampedusa (8 July 2013). For 
his first journey within Italy as Pope, the choice of this little island 
situated between Africa and Europe was meant as a signal to European 
authorities. He not only greeted the ‘dear Muslim migrants’, but he 
strenuously condemned this ‘globalisation of indifference’, the result of 
political choices: 

The culture of comfort, which makes us think only of ourselves, makes 
us insensitive to the cries of other people, makes us live in soap bubbles 
which, however lovely, are insubstantial; they offer a fleeting and empty 
illusion which results in indifference to others; indeed, it even leads to 
the globalisation of indifference. In this globalized world, we have fallen 
into globalized indifference.11 

The failure by a section of European public opinion to understand Pope 
Francis’ position towards the Mediterranean drama was further 
exacerbated when on 16 April 2016 he went to Lesbos, accompanied by 
the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople and the Orthodox 

 
10 The day after this Mass, on the plane returning him to Rome, Pope Francis 
had some harsh words on the subject of candidate Donald Trumps’ promises, 
which created a furore. See https://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-
Orbi/Documentation-catholique/Actes-du-pape/La-conference-presse-pape-
Francois-lors-retour-voyage-Mexique-2016-03-02-1200743716. Accessed 14 April 
2021. For a detailed account of this largely unplanned day, see Frédéric Mounier, 
Le pape qui voulait changer l’Église (Paris: Presses du Châtelet, 2021), 363-366. 
11 Pope Francis, Homily at Lampedusa, 8 July 2013. See 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2013/documents/papa-

francesco_20130708_omelia-lampedusa.html. Accessed 14 April 2021. 

https://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-Orbi/Documentation-catholique/Actes-du-pape/La-conference-presse-pape-Francois-lors-retour-voyage-Mexique-2016-03-02-1200743716
https://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-Orbi/Documentation-catholique/Actes-du-pape/La-conference-presse-pape-Francois-lors-retour-voyage-Mexique-2016-03-02-1200743716
https://www.la-croix.com/Urbi-et-Orbi/Documentation-catholique/Actes-du-pape/La-conference-presse-pape-Francois-lors-retour-voyage-Mexique-2016-03-02-1200743716
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2013/documents/papa-francesco_20130708_omelia-lampedusa.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/homilies/2013/documents/papa-francesco_20130708_omelia-lampedusa.html
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Archbishop of Athens. For, having signed a common declaration with 
the two Orthodox prelates, Francis returned to Rome with three Syrian 
Muslim refugee families, explaining at the press conference on his 
return that ‘Everything was done properly: they are coming with 
documents; the three governments—Vatican City State, the Italian 
government and the Greek government—have investigated everything, 
they looked at everything and they granted the visas’.12 
   Such an attitude could not fail to rouse strong reactions, especially in 
France.13 In his latest encyclical, Fratelli tutti (4 October 2020), Pope 
Francis states that he understands some of these fearful reactions, but 
he denounces their exploitation for political purposes. ‘For Christians, 
this way of thinking and acting is unacceptable, since it sets certain 
political preferences above deep convictions of our faith: the 
inalienable dignity of each human person regardless of origin, race or 
religion, and the supreme law of fraternal love’ (39). But Fratelli tutti 
not only addresses Catholic who feel threatened by current 
developments, by appealing to their capacity to encounter not just 
‘migrants’, but real people who have a name, a face, a culture and a 
history. Indeed, the encyclical raises the question of citizenship, 
applying to migrants what had been affirmed in the Declaration signed 
at Abu Dhabi with the Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Ahmed el-Tayeb:  

 
12 In-flight press conference of His Holiness Pope Francis from Lesbos to Rome, 
16 April 2016. See: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/april/documents/
papa-francesco_20160416_lesvos-volo-ritorno.html. Accessed 15 April 2021. 
13 Laurent Dandrieu, Église et immigration. Le grand malaise. Le pape et le suicide 
de la civilisation européenne (Paris: Presses de la Renaissance, 2017). In this book 
the author seeks to show that the Catholic Church’s error dates from before 
Francis. ‘From the 1980’s… John Paul II’s address on the World Day of Migrants 
and Refugees contributed to a further unbalancing of the Church’s narrative on 
immigration, which tends to become ever more a narrative of support for 
migrants, from which the populations of the receiving countries are absent, 
except to remind them of their duty of hospitality’ (p. 48-49). The reproach to 
Francis consists above all in the manner which the author, and others, consider 
that the situation in Europe is not taken into account. ‘Everything seems to 
indicate that Pope Francis has as it were marked Europe with a cross, as if he 
considers that Europe has had its time and that it’s time for it fade away and 
make room for new worlds.’ Laurent Dandrieu, ‘Le migrant, figure théologique’ 
in Matthieu Raffray (ed.), Quelle pastorale cinquante ans après Vatican II? 
Éléments pour une critique constructive (Le Chesnay: Via Romana, 2020), 185.  

http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/april/documents/papa-francesco_20160416_lesvos-volo-ritorno.html
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/april/documents/papa-francesco_20160416_lesvos-volo-ritorno.html
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It is therefore crucial to establish in our societies the concept of full 
citizenship and to reject the discriminatory use of the term minorities, 
which engenders feelings of isolation and inferiority.14 

The gestures performed during the apostolic journeys, whose 
itineraries and programmes are selected with the greatest care, are not 
just intended to waken consciences facing certain political choices. The 
pontifical interventions must also be considered as confronting a 
particular structuring of the international order, especially when the 
Pope denounces the weight of the ‘dominant technocratic paradigm’.15 

b. The critique of a form of globalisation 

The publication of an encyclical ‘on care for our common home’ before 
the COP21 meeting in France16 brought reactions well beyond the usual 
circles, provoking various oppositions, including violent accusations of 
paganism and communism. In fact, Pope Francis is criticising a certain 
way of seeing globalisation, and condemning the imposition on the 
whole planet of a single model, referred to as the ‘technocratic 
paradigm’. Having reminded us that ‘science and technology are 
wonderful products of a God-given human creativity’,17 Francis 
underlines their ambivalence, when this power is in the hands of ‘a 
small part of humanity’.18 Francis identifies the root of this 
‘undifferentiated and one-dimensional paradigm’ in the attitude which 
reduces everything to an object to be manipulated: 

Men and women have constantly intervened in nature, but for a long 
time this meant being in tune with and respecting the possibilities 
offered by the things themselves. It was a matter of receiving what 

 
14 Fratelli tutti, 131. 
15 Laudato si’, 101. 
16 We now know that Pope Francis brought forward the publication of Laudato 
si’ following the intervention of Ségolène Royal, the then Minister for the 
Environment, when she welcomed him in Strasbourg on 24 November 2014, on 
his visit to the European institutions. See Pope Francis, Let Us Dream: The Path 
to a Better Future, (London: Simon & Schuster, 2020), in conversation with 
Austen Ivereigh.    
17 Laudato si’, 102. Here Francis is actually quoting from John Paul II’s address 
to scientists and representatives of the United Nations University at Hiroshima 
on 25 February 1981. In so doing he provides a startling illustration of the 
ambivalence of scientific and technological advances, in a place ravaged by the 
nuclear power that humanity had mastered. 
18 Ibid., 104. 
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nature itself allowed, as if from its own hand. Now, by contrast, we are 
the ones to lay our hands on things, attempting to extract everything 
possible from them while frequently ignoring or forgetting the reality in 
front of us.19  

The systematic effect of this paradigm is manifest in the promotion of 
uniquely technological solutions in the face of the ecological crisis, 
exemplified in the setting up of ‘carbon credits’, strongly criticised by 
the encyclical, since it gives rise to more speculation, without ‘the 
radical change which present circumstances require’.20 
   If the pervasiveness of the technocratic paradigm is not difficult to 
discern and to challenge at the economic level, in particular with 
respect to the weight of ‘a magical conception of the market, which 
would suggest that problems can be solved simply by an increase in the 
profits of companies or individuals’,21 the properly political question 
seems at first sight less developed. As Michael Löwy writes: ‘If Laudato 
si’s diagnosis of the ecological crisis is admirably clear and coherent, 
the proposed actions are more limited.’22 While recognising the limits 
of what the Church can and should propose, this author concludes his 
article by calling for the proposal and setting up of a society which could 
break their ideological straightjacket.23  
   In fact, the properly political critique of the dramatic consequences 
of the technocratic paradigm, while not expressed in terms of the kind 
of programme which only states and international organisations are 
able to effect, is manifest in a reexamination of a particular idea of 
universality, which Pope Francis works out in two different ways. 
   First, such a paradigm risks promoting a particular analysis of reality, 
to the detriment of anything other disciplines and cultural approaches 

 
19 Ibid., 106. 
20 Ibid., 171. 
21 Ibid.,190. 
22 Michael Löwy, ‘Pontifex Maximus versus Kapitalismus. Laudato si’: une 
encyclique antisystémique’, Actuel Marx n°64 (2018), 83. 
23 ‘It is for Marxists, communists and eco-socialists to complete the diagnosis 
by radical proposals for change, not just of the dominant economic system, but 
of the perverse model of civilisation globally imposed by capitalism: 
propositions which don’t just include a concrete programme of ecological 
transition, but also the vision of another form of society—going beyond the 
reign of money and merchandise—founded on the values of liberty, solidarity, 
social justice and respect for nature.’ Ibid., 85. 
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might offer. ‘A science which would offer solutions to the great issues 
would necessarily have to take into account the data generated by other 
fields of knowledge, including philosophy and social ethics.’24 Among 
the disciplines at risk of displacement by the technocratic paradigm is, 
of course, theology which seeks to establish a dialogue between the 
respective resources of faith and of contemporary sciences; but also, 
philosophy, literature, the arts, etc. But the 2015 encyclical also insists 
on the way in which an integral ecology must take account of folk and 
popular knowledge, against the threat of a global uniformity. ‘A 
consumerist vision of human beings, encouraged by the mechanisms of 
today’s globalized economy, has a levelling effect on cultures, 
diminishing the immense variety which is the heritage of all 
humanity.’25 The value of popular knowledge is heavily promoted in 
Querida Amazonia, the apostolic exhortation published on 2 February 
2020 after the Synod on the Amazon. It is not just a matter of 
conserving traditional modes of relating to nature, but of taking these 
cultures into consideration, along with their limitations, in seeing how 
they can today provide a source of inspiration in the search for answers 
to contemporary ecological conversations, as well as for artistic 
creation. ‘The ethnic groups that, in interaction with nature, developed 
a cultural treasure marked by a strong sense of community, readily 
notice our darker aspects, which we do not recognize in the midst of 
our alleged progress. Consequently, it will prove beneficial to listen to 
their experience of life.’26 Thus, it is not just a matter of including 
ancestral knowledge in a scientific, analytical framework of claiming to 
be comprehensive and universal, but rather of entering into a 
challenging dialogue which requires its protagonists to shift, by 
assimilating outlooks of greater breadth and complexity, which cannot 
but have consequences in terms of political allegiance. ‘Starting from 
our roots, let us sit around the common table, a place of conversation 
and of shared hopes. In this way our differences, which could seem like 
a banner or a wall, can become a bridge.’27 This political analogy enables 
Pope Francis to illustrate how such a meeting of cultures can take place, 
against the ideological uniformity which the technocratic paradigm 

 
24 Laudato si’, 110. 
25 Ibid., 144. 
26 Querida Amazonia, 36. 
27 Ibid., 37. 
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imposes. And it is precisely on the political level that Laudato si’ seeks 
for a way to overcome this abstract universalism by another route. 
   For even if we know in our minds that we inhabit the same planet and 
that solutions have to be planetary, Francis realises the enormous 
difficulty of establishing an international polity: ‘the same ingenuity 
which has brought about enormous technological progress has so far 
proved incapable of finding effective ways of dealing with grave 
environmental and social problems worldwide.’28 To be sure, the 
encyclical recalls some milestones of the international community’s 
deliberations, in particular the Rio Earth Summit of 1992, although 
sadly ‘its accords have been poorly implemented, due to the lack of 
suitable mechanisms for oversight, periodic review and penalties in 
cases of non-compliance’.29 In reality, the Pope’s diagnosis goes beyond 
repeated discussions about international institutions, by calling for the 
setting up of ‘a true world political authority’.30 The wording of Laudato 
si’ is more forceful than that of Benedict XVI. Where the latter remarks 
on the need for this world authority to ‘ensure respect for its decisions’, 
Pope Francis speaks of ‘sanctions’: 

The twenty-first century, while maintaining systems of governance 
inherited from the past, is witnessing a weakening of the power of 
nation states, chiefly because the economic and financial sectors, being 
transnational, tends to prevail over the political. Given this situation, it 
is essential to devise stronger and more efficiently organized 
international institutions, with functionaries who are appointed fairly 
by agreement among national governments, and empowered to impose 
sanctions.31 

However, Francis does not depart from the framework of the United 
Nations Charter and the principle of equal sovereignty of each state, 
explicitly referred to in Laudato si’ 173, while retaining the possibility of 
the Security Council taking coercive measures if required, according to 
articles 41 and 42. But there is an explicit criticism relating to the 
controversial question of the Security Council, in the use of the plural 

 
28 Laudato si’, 164. 
29 Ibid., 167. 
30 In Laudato si’, 175 Francis cites Benedict XVI’s Caritas in veritate, 67 (29 June 
2009), which itself took up the words of John XXIII in Pacem in terris (11 April 
1963). This concatenation of quotations serves to underline the continuity of 
pontifical statements regarding the UN. 
31 Laudato si’, 175. 
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referring to those authorities having the power to sanction, against the 
current monopoly of this Council, and the statement that these 
authorities must be appointed ‘fairly’, which refers to the complexity of 
the present situation with five permanent Council members (China, 
United States, France, United Kingdom, Russia).  
   There is thus a twofold denunciation of a certain kind of universalism 
in Laudato si’ (2015), on both the epistemological and the political level, 
along with a search for new forms of universality which avoid 
confounding world unity with a single paradigm, which Pope Francis 
expresses still more forcefully in Fratelli tutti (2020). ‘I am certainly not 
proposing an authoritarian and abstract universalism, devised or 
planned by a small group and presented as an ideal for the sake of 
levelling, dominating and plundering.’32 
   The political originality of Pope Francis’ proposal in Laudato si’ and 
then in Fratelli tutti, consists first in the connection he makes between, 
on the one hand, the diversity of cultures and disciplines, and on the 
other, the search for new forms of international regulation. Certainly, 
neither of these encyclicals has a view on the articulation between the 
culture of a given population and statehood, which might suggest that 
any cultural grouping deserves recognition as a State. Many questions 
remain unanswered at the political level, in particular the relationship 
between the existence of a population characterised by a particular 
culture, and the setting up of political institutions needed to support it. 
   However, this denunciation of an abstract and overweening 
universalism of which the technological paradigm is but one example, 
is intended to stimulate all involved to seek alternative solutions—
whose development and application is beyond the Church. However, in 
Laudato si’ and still more in Fratelli tutti, a precise programme is set 
out for the Church, with respect in particular to understanding its 
catholicity. ‘Called to take root in every place, the Church has been 
present for centuries throughout the world, for that is what it means to 
be “catholic”. She can thus understand, from her own experience of 
grace and sin, the beauty of the invitation to universal love.’33 
   In this important sentence of Fratelli tutti’s final chapter, the search 
for universality is distinguished from, but connected with, catholicity; 
for this experience of the Christian faith is rooted in an experience of 

 
32 Fratelli tutti, 100. 
33 Ibid., 278. 
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‘grace and sin’. The use of these words, and the order in which they are 
placed, are crucial. The search for the universal, so characteristic of 
human experience, is embodied in a specific way in the long history of 
the Christian faith’s inscription in an enormous variety of cultures. 
Spreading out from a confession in Christ’s Resurrection, the Church’s 
catholicity, which cannot be understood without reference to history 
and geography, provides a unique way into universality which we must 
now explore more closely, in particular by going back before Vatican II, 
even to the First World War’s impact on ecclesiology.  

2. Catholic or Universal? 

In his entry on ‘Catholicité’34 in the substantial dictionary Catholicisme, 
Yves Congar develops a reflection which runs throughout his work,35 
and even transcends it! In his Journal he relates how he worked on 
section 13 of Lumen gentium which is devoted to this subject, and on 
which we will comment later.36 In reality, from 1949 on he definitely 
distances himself from that universalist conception of catholicity, 
which has affected the way in which the Catholic Church conceived of 
itself in the context of the international political realities which 
developed in the course of the twentieth century. The doctrinal 
confusion between catholicity and geographical universality developed 
within apologetics, and this confusion has had an impact on the way 
the Holy See understands its international position, from Benedict XV 
to Pius XII, especially as regards the missions. 

a. A universalist conception of catholicity 

The universalist conception of catholicity figures prominently in the 
apologetic literature of the two previous centuries, as Yves Congar 
observes in his 1949 article. In a desire to defend the concatenation of 
three truths—the necessity of belief in God, the revelation of Jesus 
Christ as the summit of all religion, and the Catholic Church as the one 
true Church—one of the principle ecclesiological arguments was the 
Catholic Church’s dissemination over the whole planet. ‘Up until our 
time, Catholic apologists have insisted on geographical universality, 

 
34 Yves Congar, ‘Catholicité (Théologie)’, Catholicisme, hier, aujourd’hui, demain 
(Paris: Letouzey et Ané, tome 2, 1949), col. 722-725. 
35 See Pawel Pietrusiak, ‘La catholicité de l’Église dans la pensée d’Yves Congar’, 
Roczniki Teologiczne, 53-54/7 (2006-2007), 39-60. 
36 Yves Congar, Mon journal du Concile, tome 2 (Paris: Cerf, 2002), 511. 
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albeit somewhat broadly defined as a universality which is 
simultaneous but also moral and indeed relative, in other words in fact 
superior to all other Christian communions.'37 
   The reasoning behind this reduction of catholicity to a geographical 
category is two fold. On the one hand, despite the efforts of Pius XII in 
Mystici corporis, up until Vatican II ecclesiology was polarised by 
strictly juridical considerations whose tendency was to represent the 
Church as societas perfecta, that is as a reality visible at a social level 
and unified by a single government. On the other hand, apologetics 
sought to demonstrate how catholic truth is undeniable, by reason of 
external considerations which are accessible to all. Fr. de Poulpiquet, 
cited by Yves Congar as an example of someone who moved beyond a 
systematically rigid apologetics, explained the basic reason: 

numerical and geographic extension is necessary for catholicity to be a 
note of the Church. All apologists teach, and with reason, that these 
notes whose function is to display the properties of the true Church to 
the world, must manifest themselves externally, and be sufficiently 
visible to make an impression, as so many reasons for belief, on all souls 
of good will.38  

Yves Congar thus underlines how his brother Dominican strove to pass 
from a quantitative to a qualitative universality which, in truth, is 
rooted in the uniqueness of Jesus whose doctrine of the kingdom of 
heaven rejects all particularities, whether they concern persons, 
cultures or nations. For Fr. de Poulpiquet, Jesus especially rejected a 
‘national particularism which limits the universality of the kingdom of 
heaven to the narrow and wholly this-worldly interest of a country, or 
uses it both internally and externally as an agent of political 
domination’.39 Another passage from the same author gives a precious 
indication of the geopolitical context for his assertion. ‘We know how 
vigorously Jesus rejected this kind of particularism, and how jealously 
he preserved the nobility of his religious ideal from all the misalliances 
of Jewish nationalism.’40 
   The confusion of catholicity and universality is therefore not just a 
stage in the purely doctrinal history of the third note of the Nicene-

 
37 Yves Congar, ‘Catholicité (Théologie)’, op. cit., col. 724. 
38 Ambroise de Poulpiquet, ‘Essai sur la notion de catholicité’, Revue des 
Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques (3/1, 1909), 19. 
39 Ibid., 28-29. 
40 Ibid., 29. 
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Constantinopolitan Creed, for political and geopolitical contexts always 
lie behind theological expositions. The expression ‘Jewish nationalism’ 
which has no literary trace in the New Testament, refers to the Zionist 
movement founded by Theodor Herzl which, except for a few 
forerunners, met with considerable reserve among Catholic 
authorities.41 The way Fr. de Poulpiquet’s article is constructed, seeking 
to show how the universality of the kingdom of heaven transcends 
personal, cultural, and also political particularisms, is an indication of 
the growing tensions among European nations as the twentieth century 
got under way. ‘It is just because it managed to avoid state particularism 
that the Roman church has remained catholic’, concluded Ambroise de 
Poulpiquet, making delightful use of one of Harnack’s lectures.42 
   This supranational position of the Catholic Church is not just a 
determining factor in the ecclesiological apologetics which evolved 
under the influence of political events; it was also an essential 
characteristic of the position adopted by Benedict XV whose 
pontificate, inaugurated on 3 September 1914, was profoundly marked 
by the First World War. 

b. The denationalisation of the missions, from Benedict XV to Pius 
XII 

It may not have been the only area in which the Pope Benedict XV 
intervened, as he tried by all available means to influence the course of 
the First World War. However, his actions with regard to the missions 
were strongly influenced by the need to remain free from the politics of 
various states: 

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 

 
41 Jean-Dominique Durand, ‘Les papes et la Terre sainte (1878-2013)’, Relations 
internationales n°173 (2018), 113-132. 
42 Ambroise de Poulpiquet, ‘Essai sur la notion de catholicité’, op. cit., p. 35. The 
author quotes Adolphe Harnack who, in his fourteenth lecture on the essence 
of Christianity, explains we have ‘reason to be grateful’ to the Roman church in 
maintaining the idea of the Church’s independence ‘against the tendency of the 
State to dominate at the pastoral level’. 



FORESTIER   Catholicity or Universality? 66 

missionary is always aware that he is not working as an agent of his 
country, but as an ambassador of Christ. And his conduct is such that it 
is perfectly obvious to anyone watching him that he represents a Faith 
that is alien to no nation on earth, since it embraces all who worship 
God in spirit and in truth, a Faith in which ‘there is no Gentile, no Jew, 
no circumcised, no uncircumcised, no barbarian, no Scythian, no slave, 
no free man, but Christ is everything in each of us’ (Col. 3:11).43 

A number of measures were put in place by Benedict XV and extended 
by Pius XII, in particular the decision to call certain members of the 
‘indigenous clergy’ to the episcopate, despite the misgivings of certain 
missionary societies. In spite of these protestations about the 
nationalisation of the missions, Claude Soetens observes that there was 
no question of abandoning the system of patronage which 
characterised the missionary organisation in China, doubtless because 
of the Holy See’s problematic diplomatic situation.44 
   Indeed, although the sovereignty of the Holy See was no longer 
contested following the Lateran Treaty (1929), the immediate post-war 
years are still delicate for the Holy See’s diplomacy. It is certainly in this 
context that one should read Benedict XV’s encyclical Pacem, Dei 
munus pulcherrimum (23 May 1920) on the subject of peace following 
the horrors of the First World War. While still protesting the injustice 
of the Holy See’s position following the fall of the Papal States, Benedict 
expresses his hopes for a ‘society of nations’ which would be able to 
safeguard the liberty of each State, and international peace. For the 
pope, the place of the Catholic Church within such an international 
system is plain to see: 

The Church will certainly not refuse her zealous aid to States united 
under the Christian law in any of their undertakings inspired by justice 
and charity, inasmuch as she is herself the most perfect type of universal 
society. She possesses in her organisation and institutions a wonderful 
instrument for bringing this brotherhood among men, not only for their 

 
43 Benedict XV, Maximum illud (30 November 1919), 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xv/en/apost_letters/documents/hf_ben-xv_apl_19191130_maximum-illud.html. 
Accessed 2 May 2021. See Emmanuel Pisani (ed.), Maximum illud. Aux sources 
d’une nouvelle ère missionnaire (Paris: Cerf, 2020). 
44 Claude Soetens, L’Église catholique en Chine au XXe siècle (Paris: Beauchesne, 
1997), see especially p. 87. 
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eternal salvation but also for their material well-being to the sure 
acquisition of eternal blessings.45 

By way of illustration, Benedict XV offers the ideal representation of 
medieval Christendom as a concrete historical model, as it united 
within the one Church a multitude of ‘barbarous’ people having 
welcomed the Christian faith, the idea being that the pope could play 
the role of arbiter in case of conflict—as he had tried in vain to do 
during the First World War.46 
   This proposal for a ‘society of nations’, although we are only at the 
preliminary stages of the League of Nations, created in 1919, explains 
why the idea of a ‘new Christendom’ knew such a great success in the 
1930’s, in particular with Jacques Maritain. In any case, there is with 
Benedict XV a link between his painful experience of the necessity for 
the Catholic Church to be supranational in the face of the violent results 
of nationalism, and his conviction that this provides a model for the 
family of nations in the process of being formed. Because the Catholic 
Church witnesses to an eschatological kingdom which encompasses 
human beings of all countries within a single society, and because it 
presents itself as a society governed by the Roman pontiff, its catholicity 
therefore provides a model for any universal society. 
   For the likes of Pius XII, the same confusion of catholicity and 
universality is equally explicit, both as regards the missions and in the 
diplomatic exchanges between the Holy See and the UN setting itself 
up after the Second World War. On the one hand, the missionary 
concern of Pius XII follows the same line as that of his two predecessors, 
albeit in a context profoundly altered by the conflagration of that war, 
and the situation in China. Pius XII followed closely the consequences 
of the Chinese revolution of 1949 and was vocal in his condemnation of 
the regime of ‘Three Autonomies’ imposed by the communist regime. 

 
45 Benedict XV, Pacem, Dei munus pulcherrimum, (23 May 1920) para. 8. 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-
xv/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xv_enc_23051920_pacem-dei-munus-
pulcherrimum.html  
46 Heinz-Gerhard Justenhoven, ‘Peace through a Public Global Authority in 
Papal Teaching from Leon XIII to John XXIII’ in Heinz-Gerhard Justenhoven 
and James Turner (eds.), Rethinking the State in the Age of Globalisation: 
Catholic Thought and Contemporary Political Theory (Münster: Lit Verlag, 
2003), 176. 
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   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.47 
   Considering the present situation of the Catholic Church in China, 
and the efforts of Pope Francis, these words of Pius XII demonstrate his 
foresight regarding the risks of a purely national church. 
   On the other hand, Pius XII’s first encyclical, composed at the very 
beginning of the Second World War, carries the conviction that only 
the Catholic Church is capable of providing the moral foundation for 
guaranteeing peace and justice.48 After 1945, the emergence of what was 
to become the UN was closely followed by the Holy See, not 
uncritically. In addition to being too much of a ‘winners’ justice’, the 
presence of the USSR right in the Security Council was proof for Pius 
XII of the risks and fragility of an accord which was not based on the 
Church’s teaching. As for the latter, Andrea Riccardi notes that in this 
version of affairs, ‘a return to Rome is the lens through which all 
attempts at unity in the contemporary world must be viewed: it is so 
for Christian unity, incomprehensible without an acceptance of Papal 
primacy, as it is for the international community, fragile without the 
moral basis of the Church’s magisterium’.49 
   Naturally the assimilation of catholicity to universality from Benedict 
XV to Pius XII does not have the same consequences at the diplomatic 
level, for we have passed from a social ‘model’ to an ethical basis 
necessary to guarantee an international system. Moreover, while Rome 
is clearly wedded to this principle, as much doctrinal as diplomatic, the 
missionary concerns of Benedict XV, of Pius XI (whom we have not 

 
47 Pius XII, Ad Sinarum gentem (7 October 1954), Acta Apostolicae Sedis 47 
(1955), 12.  
48 Cf. Gilles Ferragu, ‘Philosophie et diplomatie : le Saint-Siège et l’invention du 
concept de ‘‘puissance morale’’’, Histoire, économie & société (33/2, 2014), 95-
106. 
49 Andrea Riccardi, Les politiques de l’Église (Paris: Cerf, coll. ‘Histoire’, 1999), 
96. 
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discussed here) and of Pius XII, shows that the de facto centralisation 
of missionary institutions was nonetheless accompanied by an 
inculturation of the Christian faith which went as far as the promotion 
of bishops from these mission lands under Benedict XV and of cardinals 
under Pius XII. This internationalisation of the college of cardinals and 
the body of bishops would be particularly evident at the opening of 
Vatican II. The bishops’ ethnic diversity could be seen in the long 
procession, and would contribute to the Council fathers’ formative 
experience during the first days of the Council, so decisive as they 
became aware of their responsibilities. This making visible of cultural 
issues would have far-reaching consequences for thinking about 
catholicity in a dialectical interaction with the search for universality, 
as is evident in Lumen gentium 13. 

3. Tensions in the Council’s Reception 

Regarding the relationship between catholicity and universality, 
Vatican II represents a real turning point, as much doctrinally as on the 
diplomatic level. The rediscovery of an ecclesiology centred on the 
mystery of God’s plan in human history, rather than on juridical social 
organisation, is part of an awareness of the rightful autonomy of earthly 
realities, particularly on the political level, spectacularly illustrated by 
Paul VI’s visit to the UN right at the start of the Council’s final session. 
The unshackling of ecclesiology from the social, enabled a development 
in the understanding of catholicity so as to fully encompass the cultural 
questions posed by the missions, while opening the Catholic Church to 
the ecumenical movement, and abandoning Catholicism’s overbearing 
stance towards mankind’s political efforts. The developments of the 
Council years, at the interface of doctrine and diplomacy, had a 
problematic aftermath in the reception of Vatican II, up to and 
including the present pontificate, revealing the Catholic Church’s 
internal tensions. 

 

a. Paul VI’s visit to the UN and Lumen gentium 13 

A year elapsed between the vote and promulgation of the Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church (21 November 1964), and Paul VI’s 
momentous visit to the UN (4 October 1965). At the end of the third 
session, feelings were running extremely high with respect to the 
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documents voted on during ‘black week’,50 and the early stages of the 
fourth and final session were by no means straightforward, especially 
because the Declaration on Human Freedom (Dignitatis humanae) and 
on relations with non-Christian religions (Nostra aetate) raised many 
questions. Yet Paul VI’s visit was significant, not just on account of the 
welcome which he received in New York and the first address of a pope 
to the UN, but also for the Pope’s triumphal appearance in the Council 
on his return. 
   In his historic address to the UN Assembly on 4 October 1965, Paul VI 
did not follow the ‘model’ which Benedict XV spoke of, or the moral 
basis suggested by Pius XII: 

You are in existence and you are working in order to unite nations, to 
associate States. Let us use the formula: to bring them together with 
each other. You are an association, a bridge between peoples, a network 
of relations between States. We are tempted to say that in a way this 
characteristic of yours reflects in the temporal order what our Catholic 
Church intends to be in the spiritual order: one and universal. Nothing 
loftier can be imagined on the natural level, as far as the ideological 
structure of mankind is concerned. Your vocation is to bring not just 
some peoples but all peoples together as brothers. A difficult 
undertaking? Without a doubt. But this is the nature of your very noble 
undertaking. Who can fail to see the need and importance of thus 
gradually coming to the establishment of a world authority capable of 
taking effective action on the juridical and political planes?51  

Even if he thereby renounces any position of superiority, the 
comparison which Paul VI draws still raises questions, drawing as it 
does on an image of the Catholic Church in concentric circles, as in his 
encyclical Ecclesiam suam (6 August 1964). But above all it appears to 
identify catholicity with universality, while still insisting on the 
developments necessary for the UN to live up to the principles it 
claims.52  

 
50 Luis Antonio Tagle, ‘La ‘‘Semaine noire” de Vatican II (14 – 21 novembre 1964)’, 
in Giuseppe Alberigo (ed.), Histoire du concile Vatican II (1959-1965). Vol. 4: 
L’Église en tant que communion (Paris: Cerf, 2003), 473-553. 
51 Address of the Holy Father Paul VI to the United Nations Organization, 
Monday 4 October 1965, on the occasion of its twentieth anniversary. 
www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/speeches/1965/documents/hf_p-
vi_spe_19651004_united-nations.html. 
52 ‘Who can fail to see the need and importance of thus gradually coming to the 
establishment of a world authority capable of taking effective action on the 
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   In fact, paragraph 13 of the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, 
Lumen gentium, highlighted some fresh aspects of catholicity, linking 
it to the search for the universal which characterises the Christian faith. 
Not only are all human beings called to be part of the people of God, so 
that the latter can never be identified with just one section of humanity, 
but the Church ‘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.’ This presentation of the Church not only precludes 
any kind of nationalisation, but also provides a corrective to the image 
of an international society positioned above particular populations, for 
it is at the same time internal to their most intimate characteristics. 
This new importance accorded to cultural elements is reflected in the 
formula defining the Church’s catholicity. ‘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.’ This exchange of gifts is 
then immediately set out by the conciliar text according to three 
themes, each very different from the other. 
   Firstly, there is a great diversity of members within the Church: the 
equal dignity of baptism is exercised through different personal 
responsibilities and commitments. Secondly, there is a great diversity 
of local churches, under the presidency of the Church of Rome ‘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’. Thirdly, this exchange 
of gifts is expressed in the sharing of spiritual gifts, be they ‘apostolic 
workers’ or ‘temporal resources’. Catholicity is therefore not primarily 
a geographical or numerical category, but it refers to quite specific 
modes of communion between local churches, themselves always 
embedded in particular cultural contexts, but able to exchange and 
receive gifts, under the oversight of the ministry of primacy accorded 
to the bishop of the Church of Rome. Of course, the mention of an 

 
juridical and political planes?’ The question of the ‘authority’ of the UN is taken 
up in Gaudium et spes 82, as well as in paragraph 78 of Populorum progressio 
(1967). 
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exchange of persons, men and women, lay, priests and religious, shows 
that this is not just a spiritual communion, but it occurs through travels 
and encounters, as well as financial exchanges. This ‘specifically 
ecclesial expression of universality’53 constitutes a quite specific 
response to the missio to all nations, which precludes any temptation 
to present catholicity as a model for humanity’s various international 
institutions. 
   This fresh understanding of catholicity as communion of a great 
diversity of local churches has also far reaching consequences at the 
ecclesiological level. In Lumen gentium 23 we read: ‘This variety of local 
churches with one common aspiration is splendid evidence of the 
catholicity of the undivided Church.’ The closing sentence of this 
crucial paragraph, much commented on in post-conciliar debates, 
concerns episcopal conferences: ‘In like manner the Episcopal bodies of 
today are in a position to render a manifold and fruitful assistance, so 
that this collegiate feeling may be put into practical application.’ Now 
it is especially in relation to episcopal conferences that serious tensions 
have made themselves felt during the process of reception, particularly 
under the pontificate of John Paul II. 

b. The ‘politicisation’ of cultural questions 

Back in 2013, after quoting paragraph 23 of Lumen gentium, Pope 
Francis stated that Vatican II’s desire ‘has not been fully realized, since 
a juridical status of episcopal conferences which would see them as 
subjects of specific attributions, including genuine doctrinal 
authority’.54 The footnote to this passage contains a powerful irony, in 
that Francis cites John Paul II’s motu proprio, Apostolos suos (21 May 
1998), strongly criticised by various commentators, as much on 
ecclesiological as on ecumenical grounds.55 One should moreover 
mention that, after eight years of pontificate, there is still no 
clarification on this point, unless one counts Pope Francis’ habit of 

 
53 ‘Organisation proprement ecclésiale de l’universel’. Maurice Vidal, L’Église. 
Peuple de Dieu dans l’histoire des hommes (Paris: Le Centurion, coll. ‘Croire et 
Comprendre’,1975), 126-135. 
54 Evangelii gaudium, 32. 
55 Among others, one may mention Hervé Legrand’s article, ‘Les évêques, les 
Églises locales et l'Église entière. Évolutions institutionnelles depuis Vatican II 
et chantiers actuels de recherche’, Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et 
Théologiques (85/3, 2001), 461-509. 
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relying on a large number of documents written by episcopal 
conferences, as a sign of the synodal stage of conciliar reception on 
which Francis has embarked the Church.56 
   With the way Pope Francis approaches catholicity in Fratelli tutti, 
there is a growing disparity between doctrinal evolution and 
institutional implementation. Vatican II in fact crystalised 
developments discernible from Benedict XV onwards, concerning the 
importance of cultural factors in understanding the Church’s 
catholicity, moving away from its confusion with Latinicity, already 
evident in the Holy See’s unionist politics. In his way, Yves Congar was 
a powerful witness to the fact that entering the ecumenical movement 
accelerated the movement of ‘catholicity’ away from the apologetic and 
juridical system in which ecclesiology was imprisoned up until Mystici 
corporis (1943). This major doctrinal development is doubtless not the 
only reason for the Holy See’s gradual moving away from the idea that 
the Catholic Church constitutes a ‘model’ for international institutions, 
as shown by the papal addresses to the UN, beginning with that of Paul 
VI.57 There are several other parameters which explain why successive 
popes have presented universality as a service, renouncing superiority. 
The turning point which the election of Pope Francis represents marks 
a major development in the politicisation of cultural questions, which 
can no longer be limited to problems of how to adapt a seemingly 
intangible message, but which instead pose questions about the actual 
content of Christian belief. The recent documents which we have 
quoted in this essay, from Evangelii gaudium to Fratelli tutti, by way of 
Laudato si’ and Querida Amazonia, bear out the link drawn from 
Benedict XV onwards between doctrinal developments about 
catholicity and the Holy See’s diplomatic stance, especially with regard 
to saving our common home. 
   However, at the level of the Catholic Church’s own institutions, the 
desire for ‘decentralisation’ expressed by Pope Francis in Evangelii 
gaudium has had a patchy hearing. Alongside the attention given to 
documents emanating from episcopal conferences, and developments 

 
56 Luc Forestier, ‘Le pape François et la synodalité. Evangelii gaudium, nouvelle 
étape dans la réception de Vatican II’, Nouvelle Revue Théologique (137/4, 2015), 
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57 Luc Forestier, ‘L’Église au service de la recherche de l’universel’, in Thierry-
Marie Courau (ed.), Le dialogue des rationalités culturelles et religieuses (Paris: 
Cerf, coll. ‘Patrimoines’, 2019), 753-763. 



FORESTIER   Catholicity or Universality? 74 

in the area of liturgical translations, it has to be admitted that there are 
powerful re-centralising tendencies, no longer on missionary matters 
as under Benedict XV, but in other areas, such as the freedom of bishops 
to found religious congregations! The publication (imminent, it is said) 
of the apostolic constitution on the reform of the curia, provisionally 
entitled Predicate evangelium, will provide an important signifier of 
whether the Church’s catholicity is also a matter of institutional reform. 
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PARS PRO TOTO, OR WHO REPRESENTS 

UNIVERSALITY? THE CHURCHES OF ROME AND 

CONSTANTINOPLE BETWEEN PARTICULARITY AND 

CATHOLICITY 

Pavlo Smytsnyuk* 

This article addresses the vexata questio of political theology—the 
interdependence of the theological and political—by focusing on the 
tension between universality and particularity. I start with the question 
of the very possibility of universality, i.e. a holistic representation of such 
a type, which is respectful of particularity. I argue that the ambiguous 
tautology between the Western and universal, pointed out by the post-
colonial critique, has a parallel within the domain of Christian theology 
and law, namely the tension between locality and catholicity. 
   I consider two study cases, one Catholic and one Orthodox. First, I 
examine the papal primacy, and the conceptual distinction between what 
belongs to the Pope as the Primate of the universal church, and what his 
‘rights’ are as the Head of Latin rite Catholics. Second, I point out the 
tension between the ecumenical and particular (or national), as it has 
emerged within Orthodox modernity. By engaging with Christos 
Yannaras, I explore the ambiguity between Orthodox Hellenism as 
simultaneously a part and a totality of the Orthodox ecclesial experience.  
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   The fundamental background question of this article—which I will 
touch upon, but not address directly—can be formulated as follows: Can 
primacy serve as a model/reference point in the discussion of the world 
government, and vice-versa? And if not, is it because primacy is not 
exercised in the ‘right way’, or rather because the logic behind politics and 
ecclesiology is so different, as to exclude any meaningful analogy 
altogether? 

The Encounter Between the Political and Theological: A 
Debate on Universal Authority 

One of the most complicated questions of the intersection between 
politics and theology is that of the analogy between the discussion on 
the political expedience of a world government and an ecclesiological 
question of universal primacy. Both presuppose a tension between 
universality and particularity. 
   In order to approach this analogy, one should first consider the 
epistemological question of the very comparability of the two spheres—
the political and theological. Carl Schmitt’s way of addressing the 
question was to claim that ‘[a]ll significant concepts of the modern 
theory of the state are secularized theological concepts’.1 Such an 
approach situates the two domains on the same plain—separated, as it 
were, by the wall of secularisation.2 A more nuanced approach—as 
suggested by the historical studies of both Jan Assmann and Ernst 
Kantorowicz—points out the circularity of theological and political 
elements, manifested in their mutual influence and constant 
borrowings. Assmann does this by pointing out the Assyrian ‘political’ 

 
1 Carl Schmitt, Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, 
trans. George Schwab (Chicago,London: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 36. 
Later on, in Political Theology II, Schmitt explains that his work deals with a 
correspondence between theological and juridical concepts; he also suggests 
that his work is not theological, strictly speaking (Carl Schmitt, Political 
Theology II: The Myth of the Closure of Any Political Theology, trans. Michael 
Hoelzl and Graham Ward (Cambridge: Polity, 2008), 148, n. 2). The literature 
on Schmitt is extensive. For more recent engagements, see Jens Meierhenrich 
and Oliver Simons, eds., The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2016). 
2 On the concept of secularisation, see Giorgio Agamben, Profanazioni (Roma: 
Nottetempo, 2005), 88. 
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material used for the creation of the biblical portrayal of God’s oneness 
and jealousy, as well as ideas of covenant.3 Kantorowicz develops his 
argument along similar lines, by showing the reflexivity, and 
interdependence, of political and theological imagery of power.4 
   Schmitt’s approach was criticised from a theological perspective as 
well. Eric Peterson challenged the presupposition that theology and the 
political belong to the same conceptual realm. He argued that the faith 
of the Church makes a ‘fundamental break’ with ‘every “political 
theology” that misuses the Christian proclamation for the justification 
of a political situation’.5 However—as Schmitt rightly observed in his 
response—Peterson’s claim is ambivalent as to whether Christianity 
renders impossible political theology as such, or only such political 
theology that misuses the gospel’s message.6 
   This article addresses the vexata questio of political theology—the 
interdependence of the theological and political—by focusing on the 
tension between universality and particularity. The fundamental 
background question of this article—which I will touch upon, but not 
address directly—can be formulated as follows: Can primacy serve as a 

 
3 Jan Assmann, Religione totale. Origini e forme dell’inasprimento puritano 
(Firenze: Lorenzo de' Medici Press, 2017), 35ff. 
4 According to Katorowicz, ‘th[e] transference of definitions from one sphere to 
another, from theology to law, is anything but surprising or even remarkable. 
The quid pro quo method—the taking over of theological notions for defining 
the state—had been going on for many centuries, just as, vice versa, in the early 
centuries of the Christian era the imperial political terminology and the 
imperial ceremonial had been adapted to the needs of the Church’ (Ernst H. 
Kantorowicz, The King's Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology 
[Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1997], 19, 193). Cf. Ibid., 19, 193. See 
also Ernst H. Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae: A Study in Liturgical Acclamations 
and Mediaeval Ruler Worship (Berkeley, L.A.: University of California Press, 
1958), 138-142. 
5 Erik Peterson, ‘Monotheism as a Political Problem: A Contribution to the 
History of Political Theology in the Roman Empire’, in Erik Peterson, 
Theological Tractates, ed. Michael J. Hollerich (Stanford, C.A.: Stanford 
University Press, 2011), 104. Peterson attempts to demonstrate ‘the theological 
impossibility of a political theology’ for Christianity (Peterson, ‘Monotheism as 
a Political Problem: A Contribution to the History of Political Theology in the 
Roman Empire’, 234, n. 168). 
6 Schmitt, Political Theology II: The Myth of the Closure of Any Political 
Theology, op. cit., 104-105. 
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model/reference point in the discussion of the world government, and 
vice-versa? And if not, is it because primacy is not exercised in the ‘right 
way’, or rather because the logic behind politics and ecclesiology is so 
different, as to exclude any meaningful analogy altogether? 

Universal and Particular 

One possible way to approach the dichotomy of universal versus 
particular, could be by addressing the question of the very possibility of 
universality, i.e. a holistic representation of such a type, which is 
respectful of particularity.7 This brings us to the question of 
cosmopolitanism.8 Now, one of the possible critiques of 
cosmopolitanism is that, rather than being holistically representative, 
it often proposes one local (e.g. liberal, capitalist and Western) 
tradition as if it were a universally shared one. One could call this a pars 
pro toto manoeuvre—when a part pretends to constitute the totality. 
Postcolonial critique denounces the tautology between what is Western 
and what is universal at work in politics and academia. For example, 
Daniel Dubuisson, a scholar who extends Edward Said’s orientalist 
critique and method to other contexts, particularly to India, argues that 
the West has had a tendency to consider its own particular world-view 
as universal and to project it onto the rest of the world. The title of one 
of his essays, ‘Exporting the Local’ is indicative of this argument.9 

 
7 The question of political theology which arises here, is that of representation: 
does ecclesial authority ‘represent’ the community in the way political authority 
does it? For some theological engagements with the topic, see Yves Congar, ‘Les 
conciles dans la vie de l’Église’, in Yves Congar, Sainte Église: Études et 
approches ecclésiologiques (Paris: Cerf, 1963), 310-311; John Zizioulas, 
‘L’institution synodale. Problèmes historiques, ecclésiologiques et canoniques’, 
Istina 47, no1 (2002), 14-44. 
8 On cosmopolitanism, see Seyla Benhabib et al., Another Cosmopolitanism 
(Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); Anthony Appiah, 
Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2006); Martha C. Nussbaum, The Cosmopolitan Tradition: A Noble But Flawed 
Ideal (Cambridge, M.A.: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2019). 
9 Daniel Dubuisson, ‘Exporting the Local: Recent Perspectives on ‘Religion’ as a 
Cultural Category’, Religion Compass 1, no 6 (2007). Cf. Daniel Dubuisson, The 
Western Construction of Religion: Myths, Knowledge, and Ideology, trans. 
William Sayers (Baltimore, M.D.; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2003), 101. The imperialist and violent implications of the pars pro toto 
mechanism have been noticed by Carl Schmitt, who argued that when a 
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   What has theology to do with all of this? The tautology between the 
Western and universal, pointed out by post-colonial critique, seems to 
have a parallel within the ecclesiastic domain, in a tension between 
particularity and universality. In what follows, I would like to propose 
two ecclesiological study cases, which, I argue, bear a similar tension 
within Christian theology. The first is the relationship between the 
catholicity of the Catholic Church, and its Western, or Latin, element. 
I will consider this by looking in particular at the situation of the 
Eastern Catholic Churches within the Catholic communio ecclesiarum. 
The second case study I will touch upon is the tension between 
ethnicity and ecumenicity within Orthodox theology. Although my 
focus will be on issues of ecclesiology, I will also be pointing out the 
interconnectedness of the theological and political. 

The Matryoshka Pope and Eastern Catholics 

My first case study is that of the tension between what is Latin and what 
is Catholic, within the institution of the papacy. Of course, the Pope 
‘represents’ more than just the two ‘identities’ mentioned here, Latin 
and Catholic. If, a bit blasphemously, one would compare the papacy to 
a matryoshka, the Russian doll, one could say that the Pope is made of 
several ‘dolls’: Bishop of Rome, Metropolitan of the Roman province, 
Primate of Italy, Primate of the Latin Church, Head of the Vatican City 
State, etc.10  
   The question, of course, is to what extent various papal ‘dolls’ coexist, 
coincide, and encompass each other. I would argue that the dolls do 
not function separately, but are all contained within the all-
encompassing ‘doll’ of the supreme pastor of Christians. I would also 

 
particular state claims it is waging a war in the name of humanity, that state 
thereby ‘den[ies] the enemy the quality of being human’. On the political and 
violent usages of pars pro toto in post-colonial critique, see Talal Asad, 
Genealogies of Religion: Discipline and Reasons of Power in Christianity and 
Islam (Baltimore, London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 17; Marianne 
Keppens and Esther Bloch, ‘Introduction: Rethinking Religion in India’, 
Rethinking Religion in India: The Colonial Construction of Hinduism, ed. Esther 
Bloch, Marianne Keppens, and Rajaram Hegde (London: Routledge, 2010). 
10 The title ‘Patriarch of the West’ was removed from the Annuario Pontificio by 
Benedict XVI. Pope Francis got rid of other titles in the Annuario. See Cindy 
Wooden, ‘Other than “Bishop of Rome”, Yearbook Lists Papal Titles as 
“Historic”’, Crux (2020), https://cruxnow.com/vatican/2020/04/other-than-
bishop-of-rome-yearbook-lists-papal-titles-as-historic/. 
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argue that a separation between ‘dolls’ would introduce major clarity 
regarding the understanding, and, not less importantly, ecumenical 
acceptance of the Roman primacy. In order to accomplish this, a major 
conceptual distinction between what belongs to the Pope as the 
Primate of the universal Church, and what his ‘rights’ as the Head of 
the Church of the Latin rite are, is needed.  
   The absorption of various ‘minor’ titles by that of the Head of the 
universal Church, was the fruit of a long development, which, as a 
musical crescendo, matured from Christianity becoming an official 
religion, through the fall of the Western Roman Empire, false decrees, 
Gregorian Reform and Vatican I, to the modern mediatic, polyglot and 
globetrotter papacy.11 One could perhaps say that the authority of the 
Pope upon the faithful was never so immediate and direct, as it became 
with the advent of the digital age. 
   Historically, the distinction between primacy in the universal Church 
versus authority in the West, was crystallised within the context of the 
pentarchy of five patriarchates. The Pope, a bearer of a primacy 
(recognized by the other important Christian centres), was in a 
particular way responsible for the Latin Churches.12 During the second 
millennium, however, the ‘universal’ ministry of the bishop of Rome 
coincided with his ‘patriarchal’ service/ministry, with the pope 
becoming a universal pastor, papa universalis, promulgating canon law 
and establishing feasts for the universal Church, appointing (or 
confirming) every single bishop, directly addressing every Catholic 
believer, and even ‘all men of good will’. The renunciation of the 
historical title of ‘the Patriarch of the West’ by Benedict XVI was the 
logical conclusion of the process of dissolution, within the office of 

 
11 On the evolution of the exercise of the papal ministry, see Klaus Schatz, Papal 
Primacy: From its Origins to the Present (Collegeville, M.N.: Liturgical Press, 
1996); Walter Kasper, ed. Il ministero Petrino: Cattolici e Ortodossi in dialogo 
(Roma: Città Nuova, 2004).  
12 See Vittorino Grossi, ‘Testimonianze patristiche su Pietro, vescovo della 
Chiesa di Roma. Coordinate di una lettura storico-teologica’, Il ministero 
Petrino: Cattolici e Ortodossi in dialogo, ed. Walter Kasper (Roma: Città Nuova, 
2004), 93-130. On the Pope as the Patriarch of the West, see Yves Congar, ‘Le 
pape, patriarche d'Occident’, in Yves Congar, Église et papauté: Regards 
historiques (Paris: Cerf, 1994), 11-30; Congar, ‘Romanité et catholicité’, 31-64. 
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supreme pastor of the Church, of all other pontifical identities.13 I 
suggest that one of the key factors in this development was the 
influence of political ideas of Empire on the theological notion of the 
ecclesial primacy. 
   Let me start by reflecting on the conception of the Roman Church as 
an empire. ‘Empire’, according to Dominique Iogna-Prat ‘is, as it were, 
a reference princeps of the Latin Church’.14 The connection between the 
universalism of the Bishop of Rome’s mission and Roman imperialism, 
is precisely a question of political theology—the conceptual co-
influence between theological and political concepts. Jean-Philippe 
Goudot rightly points out that: ‘the capacity of a place to take, in its 
particularity, a universal dimension, finds one of its roots in imperial 
Rome, in which “the Urbs [became] Orbis”, which historically created 
“a city-world, [...] a universal or ecumenical Romanity.”’15  
   In order to understand the ‘imperial’ dimension of the Medieval 
Church and papacy, one should look at the Donation of Constantine, 
whose main goal, as Dan Mureşan has recently argued, was to ‘define, 
justify and delimit the meaning of the concept of papa universalis, 
which permeates the imperial pseudo-document from one end to the 
other’.16 The imitatio imperii by the Church of Rome, accomplished 
through the transferring of imperial titles, insignia, property, and, most 
importantly, imperial glory, from the emperor to the pope, makes of 

 
13 The removal of the title of ‘Patriarch of the West’ caused a protest from the 
Patriarchate of Constantinople and other Orthodox Churches and theologians. 
See Adam A.J. DeVille, Orthodoxy and the Roman Papacy: Ut Unum sint and 
the Prospects of East-West Unity (Notre-Dame, I.N.: University of Notre-Dame 
Press, 2011), 47-52. For the Vatican explanation, see Pontificio Consiglio per la 
Promozione dell'Unità dei Cristiani, ‘Comunicato circa la soppressione del 
titolo “Patriarca d’Occidente” ne l’Annuario Pontificio’, PCPUC ([2006]), 
http://www.christianunity.va/content/unitacristiani/it/documenti/altri-
testi/comunicato-circa-la-soppressione-del-titolo--patriarca-doccident.html.  
14 Dominique Iogna-Prat, in cooperation with Marie-Hélène Blanchet, Dominic 
Moreau, Annick Peters-Custot and Filippo Ronconi, ‘Empire’, forthcoming in 
L’Église: Un dictionnaire critique [p. 10]. 
15 Jean-Philippe Goudot, ‘La catholicité par la primauté’, Nouvelle Revue 
Théologique 37, no 6 (2012), 53. Goudot cites Robert Turcan. 
16 Dan Ioan Mureşan, ‘Le Constitutum Constantini et l’impérialisation de l’Église 
romaine. Les récits ecclésiologiques du papa universalis’, Les récits historiques 
entre Orient et Occident XIe-XVe siècle, ed. Irene Bueno and Camille Rouxpetel 
(Rome: École française de Rome, 2019), 200. 
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this text ‘a true theologico-political manifesto’.17 This process is called 
by Kantorowicz ‘”imperialization” of the church’.18 He argues that ‘[b]y 
the twelfth century, the Roman Church was conceived of, and styled 
accordingly, as the true and new Imperium Romanum […]. The world 
had become pope-centered. […] The harmony of the cosmos was no 
longer reflected in the concord of various social groups; the whole was 
represented by the pope alone’.19 The highest point of this process can 
be seen in another document, namely in Gregory VII’s Dictatus papae, 
which postulates that ‘[o]nly the Roman Pontiff can be legally called 
universal’.20 It is not coincidental that Rome’s self-understanding 
occurred in the moment when Rome stopped conceiving of itself as one 
of the pentarchy of ancient patriarchates, and began to live ‘auto-
sufficiently’, as an oikumene of its own.21  
   Historically, the ‘imperialism’ of the Roman church coincides with the 
universalism of the church per se, and the latter’s mission of addressing 
all nations and individuals.22 However, the exercise of a universal 
mission risks being overshadowed by the asymmetric conjunction of 
different elements and identities, of which the See of Rome is a bearer: 
catholicity, romanitas, latinitas, etc. 
   Without any doubt, Rome has widely borrowed from other Churches. 
But it has also imposed itself upon other communities—those close and 
those far away. In the West, the liturgy and usages of the local Church 
of Rome have been imposed itself, or came to be accepted, as an 
authority over other local Churches, beginning with Italia Suburbicaria, 
and then the Latin-speaking West. In a certain sense, the whole of 

 
17 Mureşan, Ibid., 204. 
18 Kantorowicz, Laudes Regiae: A Study in Liturgical Acclamations and 
Mediaeval Ruler Worship, op.cit., 138.  
19 Kantorowicz, Ibid., 139-142. 
20 Mureşan, ‘Le Constitutum Constantini’, op.cit., 202. 
21 See Yves Congar, After Nine Hundred Years: The Background of the Schism 
Between the Eastern and Western Churches (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 1959), 73. See Vlasios Phidas, ‘Le Primat papal et la pentarchie patriarcale 
dans la tradition orthodoxe’, Il ministero Petrino: Cattolici e Ortodossi in 
dialogo, ed. Walter Kasper, op.cit., 73-91. 
22 This universalism is considered to be one of the features of the Church. The 
Second Vatican Council claims that ‘the Catholic Church strives constantly […] 
to bring all humanity and all its possessions back to its source In Christ’ (Lumen 
gentium, 13). 
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Western Christianity got ‘incorporated’ into the Church of Rome. As 
Joseph Ratzinger puts it, the West ‘gradually loses its ancient structure 
of unity in plurality, which will finally become completely 
incomprehensible’.23 The very adjective Romana [ecclesia], which until 
the fifth century indicated the local church of Rome, later on became 
the adjective of the whole Latin church.24 Starting from the eighth 
century, and especially in the apologists of the nineteenth century, 
Romana became a ‘note’ of the universal Church, and the condition of 
the other notes.  
   Romanization also affected the Orientals within the Catholic Church, 
starting from the Byzantine Christians in the South of Italy.25 They 
became subjected to an approach described as praestantia ritus latini 
or Latinisation).26 As Natale Loda puts it:  

the idea behind the præstantia ritus latini was partly determined by the 
fact that the office of the Roman Pontiff as head of the Catholic Church 
in communion with the Churches was confused with his role as Head of 
the Latin Church. This theological-ecclesiological uncertainty led to the 
identification of the universal Church and the Church of Rome with the 
Church of the Latin rite, through which they became to be considered 
as almost one and the same juridical entity, while all the other Churches 
or other rites existing within the ecclesial structure were only tolerated 
as minus præstantes. Within the universal Church, the ecclesial 
diversity that proceeded from different traditions such as the Churches 

 
23 Joseph Ratzinger, Le nouveau peuple de Dieu (Paris: Aubier-Montaigne, 1971), 
60. My translation. 
24 See Congar, ‘Romanité et catholicité’, 31-64. See Congar, ‘Le pape, patriarche 
d'Occident’, 18-19. 
25 See Anthony O'Mahony, ‘Between Rome and Constantinople’. The Italian-
Albanian Church. A Study in Eastern Catholic History and Ecclesiology’, 
International Journal for the Study of the Christian Church 8, 3 (2008), 232-251. 
26 The current Prefect of the Congregation of the Oriental Churches card. 
Leonardo Sandri, describes praestantia ritus latini as ‘predominance and 
superiority of the Latin Church over the other Eastern Churches. The 
underlying idea was that the Latin liturgical rite alone was the full guarantee of 
the catholicity of the true Catholic faith’ (Leonardo Sandri, ‘Intervento 
all’apertura del ciclo di conferenze organizzate presso il Pontificio Collegio Pio 
Romeno’, Bolletti Sala Stampa della Santa Sede, B0237 (2013), 
https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2013/04/2
0/0237/00541.html). On Latinisation, see Giovanni Codevilla, La Russia 
imperiale: Da Pietro il Grande a Nicola II (1682-1917), Storia della Russia e dei 
Paesi limitrofi. Chiesa e impero, vol. 2 (Milano: Jaca Book, 2016), ch. 28. 
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of the East was not accepted, and this also reverberated in the munus 
Fidei Catholicæ prædicandæ [missionary endeavor of the Church] which, 
being committed to the Roman Pontiff, was considered proper to the 
Latinity (latinità) in its identification with Romanity (romanità).27 

It is undeniable that the way the primacy of Rome has been articulated, 
has contributed to the significant independence of the Catholic Church 
from the interference of secular powers. Catholicism, in the name of 
Christian universality (Christians as tertium genus), became something 
that could be considered an interesting alternative to national and 
inter-national entities of the world. One should enquire, however, to 
what extent this universality is indeed universal. The question that the 
historical development of Roman primacy raises, is that of the 
relationship between the Latin Church and the Catholic Church as a 
whole, i.e. between pars and toto.  
   These developments have been viewed with discomfort by many 
Eastern Catholics. The Second Vatican Council promulgated the Decree 
Orientalium ecclesiarum, which insisted on the equal dignity of the 
Eastern Catholic Churches with that of the Latin rite. However, the fact 
that no document on the Latin rite Church was adopted at the Council, 
might suggest a certain asymmetry, and imply that the Catholic and the 
Latin Church are still perceived as identical categories. 
   If we return to the matryoshka metaphor, we could ask whether today 
it is possible to retrieve the ‘doll’ of the Head of the Latin Church 
beyond the big universal primacy ‘doll’? I would argue, that a step 
towards proposing a new balance of authority, more respectful of 
communio in diversity, would be to distinguish the ‘patriarchal’ 
authority of the Pope over the Latin Church from his service as the 
pastor of the universal Church, as the episcopal ministry within the 
diocese of Rome is distinguished from the Pope’s role in the Vatican 
City State.  
   What is urgently needed is a reflection on the local character of 
latinity, besides other ritual traditions within the Catholic Church, or, 
to put it in different terms, a reflection on the Latin Church as ecclesia 
sui iuris. This reflection should have juridical implications, since canon 
law constitutes one of the key practical expressions of ecclesiology, and 
is a way in which, as Myriam Wijlens puts it, the Church’s knowledge is 

 
27 Natale Loda, ‘La missione, il Codex canonum ecclesiarum orientalium (CCEO) 
e la Sede Apostolica’, Iura Orientalia 6 (2010), 127. My translation. 
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put into action.28 While formulation of practical proposals in this sense 
are beyond the scope of my article, I would like to give two examples of 
how such a reflection is currently being carried out.  
   The first example refers to attempts to find better ways in which the 
particular character of the Latin Church could be represented. Adam 
DeVille rightly suggests that one of the ways to make this happen, is to 
provide the Latin Church with institutions, which could express its 
latinitas, as it were. DeVille proposes a creation of ‘a synod for the life 
of the Latin Church as a whole’, as well as regional (not necessarily 
continental) patriarchates within the world of the Latin tradition, each 
with proper collegial institutions.29 A creation of patriarchal synods, 
with legislative, and not merely consultative powers, would not only 
give more conscience to the regional ecclesial identity, but would also 
enhance the conciliarity within the Latin Church.30 The election of 
bishops, ‘glorification’ of saints, control over liturgy and ecclesial 
institutions, some doctrinal supervision and other functions—
performed today by the Pope and Roman Curia—can be made the 
responsibility of the patriarchates. DeVille then formulates 
‘responsibilities [that] would remain to the pope in his unique capacity 
as […] first hierarch or ‘supreme pontiff’ of the universal Church’.31 I 
would suggest that DeVille’s proposal seems to ‘devolve’ the Pope from 
his patriarchal authority, rather than clearly separate the latter from the 
Pope’s service to the Church universal. However, the proposal offers a 
creative way to delineate the two functions merged into the papacy.   
   My second example concerns a re-thinking of the juridical structure 
under which Eastern Catholics live, and which is regulated by the 1990 
Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches (CCEO). Iwan Dacko proposes 
certain modifications to the CCEO, which would further explicate ‘a 
clear difference between the exercise of the authority of the Roman 
Pontiff towards the Latin Church, which historically coincides with the 
Western Patriarchate, immediately and exclusively subject to him, and 
the exercise of that same authority towards the Oriental Catholic 

 
28 Myriam Wijlens, ‘The Church Knowing and Acting: The Relationship 
between Theology and Canon Law’, Louvain Studies 20, 1 (1995), 21-40. 
29 DeVille, Orthodoxy and the Roman Papacy, op. cit., 117-146, citation from p. 
126. 
30 Ibid., 136-137. 
31 Ibid., 147. 
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Churches sui iuris’.32 This difference, so the argument goes, is already 
present within the ecclesiological and canonical framework of the 
Catholic Church. Taking this as a departure point, Dacko proposes a 
reform of the current Code, in order to limit the interventions of the 
Roman Curia in the life of Oriental Catholics.33 This would be an 
important contribution towards creating a major distinction between 
locality and universality at the level of Catholic communion. Dacko’s 
proposal is interesting also because it points out that the change should 
affect not only the Latin part of the Church, but also Eastern Christians. 
In fact, any suggestion that the problem lies exclusively on the side of 
Rome would be misleading. Many Oriental Christians are more than 
happy to be ‘Roman’. As an illustration of this tendency, which regards 
the theme of the article, one could notice that Ukrainian Greek 
Catholics commemorate the Pope during the liturgy under the title of 
Vselensky Arkhierey (universal/ecumenical bishop) which, 
paradoxically, is a reference to the title of the Patriarch of 
Constantinople, which is liturgically applied to the Pope.34 For the 
Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church during communist persecution, 
fidelity to Christ was linked to unity with Rome—it was the latter that, 
at an existential level, became the incarnation of true faith and ecclesial 
belonging.35 This last point is important because it underlines that the 
reception of the authority of the Pope by Eastern Catholics is not only 

 
32 Iwan Dacko, ‘Lavori della Commissione teologica mista cattolico-ortodossa e 
l'analisi dello stato attuale del dialogo fra la Chiesa Cattolica e le Chiese 
Ortodosse’, Consilium Conferentiarum Episcoporum Europae (2019), 
https://www.ccee.eu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2019/09/Intervento-Mons.-
Dacko.pdf, 20.  
33 Dacko, Lavori della Commissione teologica, 21ff. Cf. also the critique of the 
Code by Hervé Legrand, who deplores that the document, although meant for 
Oriental Christians, was written in Latin, and promulgated by the Pope alone, 
which created the impression that the Pope acted as the ‘Patriarch of the 
Oriental Churches’ (Hervé Legrand, ‘Églises locales, églises régionales et église 
entière: éclaircissements sur quelques débats au sein de l’Église catholique 
depuis Vatican II’, L'Église à venir: Mélanges offerts à Joseph Hoffmann, ed. 
Michel Deneken [Paris: Cerf, 1999], 289). 
34 See Serge Keleher, ‘Ukrainian Catholics: Four Translations of the Divine 
Liturgy. Some Early Translations’, Logos: A Journal of Eastern Christian Studies 
39, no 2-4 (1998), 273-275. 
35 See The Synod of Bishops of UGCC, The Ecumenical Position of the Ukrainian 
Greek-Catholic Church (Lviv: Koleso, 2016), no 52, p. 64. 
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a matter of canon law, but also a question of historical memory, identity 
formation over other religious groups, and, finally, the ‘mystic’ of the 
papacy, which hardly can be regulated in a juridical way. 
   To conclude this section: we need to return to the distinction between 
the Catholic Church and the Latin Church. One way of doing this, 
would be to look at the Church of the Latin rite as a Church sui iuris, 
conscious of its particularity. It is not an easy task, given the 
geographical and demographical extension of the Latin rite. But 
without this work, the pars pro toto mechanism will continue, 
unchallenged, or, rather, badly resolved. 

The Ecumenicity of the Orthodox? 

In the second part of my article, I point out that a similar mechanism 
for the substitution of locality with universality exists within 
Orthodoxy. The Orthodox Church is presented, and often rightly so, as 
more synodal and attentive to the particular. However, the manner in 
which the synodality is realised is often questioned by theologians.36 
   The tension between the universal (or ecumenical) and the particular 
(or national) has emerged with great force in the nineteenth century. 
Following the decay of the Ottoman Empire, the Orthodox Churches in 
various countries (Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia, Romania) sought 
autocephaly—essentially ecclesial correspondent to the sovereignty of 
the nation-states.37 An important element which allows us to 
contextualise the struggle for autocephaly, was the fact that the 
Patriarchate of Constantinople was acting as a Hellenizing force 
amongst the non-Greek Orthodox believers under its jurisdiction. 
According to Daniel P. Payne, ‘[u]nder the leadership of the Greek 
patriarch, a process of Grecification had occurred to insure 
ecclesiastical unity in the millet. Instead of the use of Church Slavonic 

 
36 Stavros Yangazoglou, ‘Crise de la synodalité? La tendance bureaucratique de 
l’ecclésiologie et le problème de la représentation et de la communion réelle 
dans l’Église aujourd’hui’, Theologia 86, no 2 (2015). 
37 Andrey Shishkov, ‘Church Autocephaly as Sovereignty: A Schmittian 
Approach’, St Vladimir’s Theological Quaterly 60 (2016), 369-395. Hovorun 
claims that autocephaly ‘turned into a synonym for national sovereignty and 
became a necessary attribute of an accomplished nation, along with language, 
culture, and an educational system’ (Cyril Hovorun, Political Orthodoxies: The 
Unorthodoxies of the Church Coerced [Minneapolis, M.N.: Fortress Press, 2018], 
163). 
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in the Slav churches, the Greek liturgy and practice was enforced, 
especially in the mid- to late nineteenth century’.38 The latter fact is 
revelatory of the Greek-centeredness of Orthodoxy as articulated by 
Constantinople, but also of its desire to represent the continuity of the 
universality of the Empire (Byzantine, but also Ottoman). 
   As a reaction to the independences of the Balkan Churches, the 
Council of Constantinople condemned, in 1872, a national approach to 
ecclesiology, or ‘ethnophyletism’.39 The latter privileged an ethnic, 
rather than territorial principle in matters of ecclesial jurisdiction. The 
decision of 1872 can be interpreted as a preference for universalism over 
nationalism, and, therefore, as a resistance to secularisation and 
particularisation which threaten the Church’s unity. On the other hand, 
however, one could argue that the alternative vision, defended by the 
Patriarchate of Constantinople, implied something, that, to a large 
degree, constituted a particular, Hellenic, universalism, which bore 
signs of identification of the civilized world with the oikoumene of the 
Roman, i.e. Byzantine Empire.40 If we follow this second reading, the 
1872 decision is not a preference for universalism over nationalism, but, 
as Cyrill Hovorun puts it, a victory of ‘imperial or civilizational 
nationalism’ over ‘ethnic nationalism’.41 
   A parallel to the papa universalis can be found in the oikoumenikos 
patriarchis (Ecumenical Patriarch), title used by the Archbishop of 

 
38 Daniel P. Payne, ‘Nationalism and the Local Church: The Source of 
Ecclesiastical Conflict in the Orthodox Commonwealth’,Nationalities Papers 35, 
5 (2007), 833. See also Victor Roudometof, ‘From Rum Millet to Greek Nation: 
Enlightenment, Secularization, and National Identity in Ottoman Balkan 
Society, 1453-1821’, Journal of Modern Greek Studies 16, no 1 (1998), 11-48. 
39 On ethnophyletism, see Grigorios Papathomas, ‘Ethno-Phyletism and the 
[So-called] Ecclesial “Diaspora”’, St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 57, no 3-4 
(2014), 431-450; Cyril Hovorun, ‘Ethnophyletism, Phyletism, and the Pan-
orthodox Council’, The Wheel, no 12 (2018), 62-67. 
40 On the idea that the Byzantine emperor is the emperor of all Christians, 
Russians included, see Jonathan Harris, Byzantium and the Crusades, 2nd ed. 
(London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014), 18-19. 
41 Hovorun, ‘Ethnophyletism, Phyletism, and the Pan-orthodox Council’, 62-63. 
Hovorun claims that at the 1872 Council, ‘civilizational Greek nationalism 
clashed with ethnic Bulgarian nationalism’ (Hovorun, Political Orthodoxies, 
186). However, Horovun acknowledges the importance of the Council as ‘a 
milestone in dealing with political Orthodoxy’ (Hovorun, Political Orthodoxies, 
189). 
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Constantinople, New Rome, until today.42 At the moment of the 
institutional adoption of the title by John IV the Faster at the end of the 
sixth century, it provoked sharp criticism. Unsurprisingly, but 
somehow ironically, the criticism came also from Rome, which argued 
that the title of universality jeopardises the dignity—not of the Pope—
but of every bishop.43 Some centuries later, the Bishop of Rome himself 
would adopt the title of universal. 
   But let us go back to the question of tension between Orthodox 
ecumenicity versus ethnophyletism. I would propose examining this 
problem, by engaging with the Greek Orthodox theologian Christos 
Yannaras, whose apology of universality of the Greek ecclesiastic 
tradition is, to a certain extent, representative of Greek Orthodoxy as 
such.44 Yannaras articulates the dichotomy between ecumenical versus 
national by comparing Orthodox Hellenism to what he describes as the 
ethnocentric Orthodoxy of other autocephalous Churches. Hellenism 
(which for Yannaras includes Greek Orthodoxy, but also ancient Greek 
and Byzantine heritage) is presented in terms of a ‘universality of 
civilization’ which makes Greeks ‘citizen[s] of the world’, as opposed to 

 
42 Paradoxically the increase in usage of the title of ‘Ecumenical Patriarch’ goes 
hand in hand with the process of the dissolution of the oikoumene itself, i.e. the 
Byzantine Empire (Dan Ioan Mureşan, ‘Introduction’, Le Patriarcat 
oecuménique de Constantinople et Byzance hors frontières (1204-1586): Actes de 
la table ronde organisée dans le cadre du 22e Congrès International des Études 
Byzantines, Sofia, 22-27 août 2011, ed. Marie-Hélène Blanchet, Marie-Hélène 
Congourdeau, and Dan Ioan Mureşan [Paris: Centre d'Etudes Byzantines, Néo-
Helléniques et Sud-Est Européennes; École des Hautes Études en Sciences 
Sociales, 2014], 10-18). There might be a parallel here with the West: in 
Augustine only ‘a universal, catholic community bringing together all 
populations and all languages’ can counteract the ‘the decadent Roman Empire’ 
(Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire [Cambridge, M.A.; London: Harvard 
University Press, 2000], 207). 
43 Mureşan, ‘Le Constitutum Constantini’, 200-202. It would seem, however, 
that later on, in Rome, it was understood that oikoumenikos is not an exact 
synonym of universalis, and thus can be accepted as not inherently 
contradicting the Roman claims (Mureşan, ‘Introduction’, 11ff). 
44 For some recent engagements with Yannaras, see Basilio Petrà, Christos 
Yannaras (Brescia: Morcelliana, 2015); Andreas Andreopoulos and Demetrios 
Harper, eds., Christos Yannaras: Philosophy, Theology, Culture (London: 
Routledge, 2019). 
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‘parochial ethnicism’.45 Yannaras argues that ‘[the] message of 
Hellenism and of Orthodoxy knows no national or racial boundaries; it 
is an ecumenical message, an invitation to life for every human person. 
Greece was never a place, it was always a way of life, with ecumenical 
dimensions’.46 Yannaras defines Hellenism in the broadest possible 
way: ‘the definition of a Greek is a political animal (zōon politikon)’.47 
   On the one hand, Yannaras insists that the catholicity (katholikotēta) 
of the church should transcend the bonds, which are constructed on 
natural, geographical, national, or linguistic homogeneity.48 Moreover, 
every people (thus not only the Greeks) has the potential to ‘realis[e] 
the catholic through the particular and specific’.49 ‘The more a people, 
as bearer and incarnation of national (ethnofyletikē) cultural tradition 
transcends the egoistic affirmation of its particularity, the wider 
catholicity it acquires.’50 From this point of view, one may conclude that 
Hellenism—as a cultural and geographical unit—is something that 
ought to be transcended by the Church’s catholicity.  
   On the other hand, however, this theoretical openness, which avoids 
a necessary tautology between the Hellenic and the catholic, does not 
translate into practice, when Yannaras deals with concrete cases of the 
past and present. For example, when Yannaras claims that the 
Orthodox liturgy and dogma are products of specifically Hellenic 
catholicity, he means this not as a coincidence, but rather as a logical 
outcome of the perichoresis, or quasi-identity, between Orthodoxy, 
catholicity and Hellenism. Only the latter is considered to have been 
able to ‘transcend and deny its own ethnic […] essence’,51 while 

 
45 Christos Yannaras, ‘Civilization or Folklore?’, in Christos Yannaras, The 
Meaning of Reality: Essays on Existence and Communion, Eros and History, ed. 
Gregory Edwards and Herman A. Middleton (Alhambra, C.A.: Sebastian Press, 
2011), 147.  
46 Yannaras, ‘Tradition and Life’, ibid., 83-84. 
47 Christos Yannaras, ‘Na xanabroume ton tropo tēs ellēnikotētas. Ochi giati 
prepei, alla gia na doume ean mas dinei pragmatikē chara zōēs’, Interview by 
Dēmosthenēs Gkabeas, The Huffington Post (2016), 
http://www.huffingtonpost.gr/2016/03/24/giannaras-sinedeyxi-elliniki-
taytotita_n_9517726.html. 
48 Christos Yannaras, ‘Ethnos, Laos, Ekklēsia’, Synaxi 48 (1993), 17-18. 
49 Ibid., 19. My translation, emphasis in original. 
50 Ibid. My translation. 
51 Ibid. My translation. 
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everybody else is incapable of such transcendence. In fact, the 
nationalism (ethnofyletismos) of ‘Franks’ and Pan-Slavists, is depicted 
as antithetical to Hellenic catholicity.52 This leads to the conclusion that 
Yannaras is unable to see the transcendence of particularity anywhere 
outside of Hellenism. As Pantelis Kalaitzidis rightly observes, Yannaras 
seems to imply that those who do not participate in the Greek culture 
ipso facto do not fully participate in the fullness of Christian life.53 This 
brief analysis of Yannaras points out an ambiguity between Hellenic 
Orthodoxy as simultaneously a part and a totality of ecclesial 
experience. 
   A similar pars pro toto game can be deduced from the way the Russian 
Orthodox Church articulates itself as being, on the one hand, trans-
nationally ‘Russian’ in the ancient meaning of the term, with a reference 
to Ancient Rus’, and thus embracing all the identities of the Eastern 
Slavs and others, and, on the other hand, ethnically ‘Russian’, 
representing Russian speaking Christianity.54 We are again in a 
framework of an imperial understanding of the cultural and canonical 
unity of the Church.55 
   If the Patriarchate of Constantinople and the Russian Orthodox 
Church want to be serious about their ecumenical and trans-national 
vocations, they should rethink their cultural ‘core’, and treat their 
Hellenic and Russian elements as parts rather than totalities of their 
ecclesial identity. 

Conclusion 

I suggested that political and theological perspectives benefit from 
being in dialogue with each other concerning the question of 
universality and universal governance. In particular, I pointed out the 
dependence of various approaches on the theological and juridical 
understanding of the Church from the idea of empire. But what does 
this ‘being empire’ of the Church imply? What alternative models does 

 
52 Ibid. 
53 Pantelis Kalaitzidis, ‘La découverte de l’hellénicité et l’anti-occidentalisme 
théologique chez Romanidis, Gondikakis et Yannaras’, Contacts 69 (2017), 422. 
54 See Alexander Agadjanian and Kathy Rousselet, ‘Globalization and Identity 
Discourse in Russian Orthodoxy’, Eastern Orthodoxy in a Global Age: Tradition 
Faces the Twenty-first Century, ed. Victor Roudometof, Alexander Agadjanian, 
and Jerry G. Pankhurst (Walnut Creek, C.A.: AltaMira Press, 2005), 29-57. 
55 Hovorun, Political Orthodoxies, 67. 
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it exclude? Where does the mimesis lie? Among many aspects, which 
could be highlighted, I reflected on the universality of empire. Michael 
Hardt and Antonio Negri argue that ‘[p]erhaps the fundamental 
characteristic of imperial sovereignty is that its space is always open’.56 
This would be a major difference between empire and a nation-state, 
the latter preoccupied with its ethnic and geographical borders. One 
could even wonder whether Latinisation or Hellenization do not 
actually challenge the possibility of imagining Rome (Old or New) as 
‘empire’. If by ‘empire’ we understand both the openness to encompass 
other cultures and usages, and a respectful and flexible approach 
towards otherness, then Latinisation/Hellenization, rather than being 
imperialist, would be better paralleled to the tactic of the modern 
nation-state, which prefers cultural and linguistic homogeneity.57 I 
would suggest that these parallelisms, as instances of political theology, 
merit being reflected upon further. 
   The study cases discussed above, highlight the difficulty, or perhaps 
impossibility, of a truly Christian universalism. Having seen the 
practical deficiency of the articulation between locality and 
universality, a theologian is presented with unexpectedly radical 
questions: Is universality ever possible, in a pre-eschatological reality, 
before the realisation of the Kingdom of God? Or, rather, does any 
manner of being universal necessarily constitute an a priori failed 
attempt to impose one partiality on others? And, finally, how should 
the Church live in this conditionality, in which catholicity cannot be 
realised in a satisfactory way? What I have argued in this paper is that 
catholicity is not attainable without being aware of the pitfalls of pars 
pro toto. This awareness is a condition sine qua non of true catholicity.  
 

 
56 Hardt and Negri, Empire, 167. 
57 Cf. Krishan Kumar, ‘Nation-states as Empires, Empires as Nation-states: Two 
Principles, One Practice?’, Theory and Society 39, no 2 (2010). However, as 
Kumar rightly points out, empire and the nation-state have much more in 
common, than is usually acknowledged. Thus, a feeling of superiority of a 
particular ritual or cultural tradition (e.g. Latin or Hellenic) can be at play 
within both imperial and national framework. 
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FRATELLI TUTTI: A PERSONAL FAITH, BEARING HOPE 

FOR THE WORLD 

David Carter* 

In this article, the author surveys both the content of the encyclical, plus 
the universality of appeal, measured both in terms of the Pope's call to all 
Christians to be 'responsible disciples', and in the extent of his 
agreements with other religious leaders, both Christian and from other 
faiths, particularly Islam. His appeal is effectively to all people of goodwill 
everywhere. He calls on all to have 'an open heart,a heart for the world' 
and proposes a 'kinder sort of politics', based on dialogue and mutual 
respect. He wants to see all relationships as being in the service of human 
fraternity. The author details the initial welcome given at an inaugural 
Vatican conference and adds comments from the perspective of his own, 
Methodist, tradition and sources in contemporary secular thought. 

When I first wrote about Pope Francis in 20141, it was on the ecumenical 
implications of his apostolic exhortation, Evangelii gaudium, which I 
acknowledged as being simultaneously the testimony of a simple 
believer and the teaching of a great church leader, a point which Francis 
himself implicitly recognises in his self definition as exercising a 
ministry not over the Church but within and amongst all the faithful. I 
do not know whether the Pope has ever read, let alone sung, any of the 
hymns of Charles Wesley but I am sure that he would endorse this 
couplet from his hymn ‘Jesus the name high over all’:  

The arms of love that compass me 

 
* 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. 
1 Ecumenical Trends (2014) no 3 (March), 1-8. 
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Would all mankind embrace.2 

A couplet that can be considered as indicative of his personal faith and 
the hope of the whole Church for all humankind. It is significant that 
he begins the encyclical Fratelli tutti with an appeal to the one who is 
not just his own personal inspiration, but is also widely acknowledged 
within the entire Christian world as the finest exemplar of all-
consuming devotion to the teaching and example of Christ that there 
has ever been. A man who desired to embrace and serve all people in 
the name of Christ, most particularly ‘the poorest, the abandoned, the 
infirm and the outcast, the least of his brothers and sisters’.3 Francis 
emphasises that it is St Francis whose example inspired him to write 
the encyclical on ‘fraternity and social friendship’. It was St Francis who 
‘proposed a way of life, marked by the flavour of the Gospel’, who did 
not wage a war of words, aimed at imposing doctrine, but simply spread 
‘the love of God’, moreover ‘with an openness of heart, that knew no 
bounds and transcended differences of origin, nationality, colour or 
religion’.4 

An Appeal to All of Humanity 

It is within this same openness to all that Francis addresses every 
human being and shows his deep regard for all the rest of us in the way 
that he also appeals to those who are not of his own immediate flock, 
in full communion with him. He appeals to the similarity of teaching of 
his separated brother, Patriarch Bartholomew of Constantinople.5 He 
concludes his message with the citation of a series of truths about God’s 
will for humanity which he drew up, together with a senior muslim 
cleric, the Grand Imam, al-Tayyeb.6 He cites the examples of a saintly 
Hindu, Gandhi, of a Baptist minister, Martin Luther King, of a 
courageous Anglican archbishop, Desmond Tutu. He addresses all 
people of goodwill, including not just those of other faiths but even 

 
2 Wesley’s Hymns (1780), no 37, Singing the Faith (2011), current British 
Methodist hymnal, no 357. 
3 Fratelli tutti, paragraphs 1-3 (henceforward cited as FT).  
4 FT, 2. 4. Francis particularly stresses St Francis advice to his disciples that if 
they are amongst ‘Saracens and unbelievers’ they are, without renouncing their 
own identity, ‘not to engage in arguments or disputes, but to be subject to every 
human creature for God’s sake’. 
5 Ibid., 5. 
6 Ibid., 284. 



ONE IN CHRIST   VOL. 55  NO. 1 95 

those who have, and would sometimes say that they can have no faith 
in God, but who, nevertheless, wish to see a better, juster and kinder 
world. 
   We see this particularly in the way he phrases his appeal in paragraph 
110: 

A truly human and fraternal society will be capable of enabling, in an 
efficient and stable way, that each of its members is accompanied at 
each stage of life. Not only in providing for their basic needs but by 
enabling them to give of their best, even though their performance may 
be less than optimum, their pace slow and their efficiency limited. 

Such would be a commonplace amongst so many who want a world that 
strains, as hard as possible, to see that no one’s contribution is belittled 
or ignored and none are excluded. Of course, at the same time as he 
makes this inclusive appeal, Francis points to the Gospel values of 
agathosune, ‘attachment to and pursuit of the good’ and benevolentia, 
‘which wills the good of others’and ‘bespeaks a yearning for goodness, 
and a desire to fill the lives of others with what is beautiful, sublime and 
edifying’, values alike inherited from the early Christian world.7 
   Francis indicates a special role for all religious believers, based on a 
common acceptance by them all of the essential benevolence of God. ‘A 
journey of peace is possible between religions’-its point of departure is 
God’s way and his love for everyone regardless of religion.8 Like John 
Wesley, who was aware of his own very particular vocation to spread 
scriptural holiness across the land on both sides of the Atlantic, he 
knew that God’s ‘mercy is over all His works’, a key theme, of course, in 
Laudato si’. 

Hope, Tempered by Realism about Darker Forces 

Francis is, however, no easily idealistic optimist. He goes straight from 
his introduction into an examination of the dark forces at work in the 
world that must be countered by all people with the moral and spiritual 
resources available to them. He begins with an examination of what he 
calls ‘myopic, extremist and aggressive nationalism’, which infects, in 
varying degrees, many in both Europe and North America, as well as 
having influence in India and other countries.9 

 
7 Ibid.,112, for agathosune citing Galatians 5:22. 
8 Ibid., 281. 
9 FT, 11. 
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   One may add that that myopic nationalism is often supported by 
those who consider that, confronted with increasing unemployment 
and economic uncertainty, they are forgotten by the traditional elites 
of their country, the tragedy being that they often blame people or 
institutions which are far from the primary cause of their woes. Thus, 
in Britain, much of the demand for Brexit, the British break with the 
European Union, came from heavy industrial areas which had gone into 
decline, the decline being far more the effect of British government 
policies in the 1980’s than anything directly related to the European 
Union, which, by contrast, had actually improved many of the rights of 
employed workers. Conservative governments refused before 1997 to 
accept these new rights.10 
   Francis also gives a devastating critique of globalisation, arguing that 
the opening up of the world has been co-opted to mean freedom to 
invest anywhere, regardless of the consequences, and thus the 
implementation of a common cultural model justifying new forms of 
cultural colonisation; the result is a ‘massified world that promotes 
individual rights and weakens the communitarian dimension of life’.11 
He notes a weakening sense of history, to which I would add a specific 
reference to the way in which, at least in Britain, there is a growing 
attempt in some circles to promote a disputably nostalgic history of 
past British greatness, particularly in terms of our contribution to the 
war effort in 1940-1941 when we stood alone.12 
   Francis condemns the ‘throwaway’ society, particularly in the case of 
labour saving in industry, which throws workers on to the scrap heap 
without ensuring adequately remunerated replacement employment. 
He deplores the way in which much modern politics has ceased to be 
about ‘healthy debate’ and is directed more by ‘slick marketing 

 
10 For a very good analysis of the social divisions of modern Britain and the way 
they can affect political attitudes, see: Goodhart, David,The Road to Somewhere 
(2017) which analyses the difference between what he calls ‘anywheres’ and 
‘somewheres’, the people whose advantageous situation educationally and 
otherwise allows them optimism about the future and those whose horizons 
are limited and see little hope for the future. The EU social chapter gave extra 
rights to workers. British governments opted out of it until 1997, when a Labour 
government finally accepted it. 
11 FT, 12. Francis notes a weakening sense of history. 
12. I.e. after the collapse of our European allies in June 1940 and before Soviet 
and US entry in the War in 1941. 
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techniques aimed at discrediting others’. He stresses the urgent need, 
politically, for the setting of a common roadmap for the achievement 
of the common good. He points out that, in the last resort, ‘to care for 
the world means to care for ourselves’, a very central point already 
forcefully made in Laudato si’. Isolation and withdrawal into one’s 
interests can never be the way to renewal; rather it is the way of 
encounter. ‘Isolation: no, encounter: yes’. ‘An individual and a people 
(my italics) are only creative and fruitful if they are able to develop a 
creative openness to others.’ 
   I would add that that is the reason why, in the British referendum on 
EU membership, some voted to remain in the European Union. It was 
not primarily a matter of economic judgement as to loss or gain on that 
front, but a cultural and spiritual one. Such Britons felt their country 
needed the stimulus of all that is best in the key European cultures; 
indeed some Belgian friends of mine are sorry that they are losing the 
wisdom of the best British traditions from the common life of the 
European Union. 
   Francis gives a devastating analysis of the digital age. He would not 
deny the benefits it has brought through allowing all internet users 
access to an unparalleled amount of information previously difficult of 
access but he fears other effects. ‘Digital media expose people to 
addiction, loss of contact with concrete reality, blocking the 
development of authentic personal relationships.’ It is, sadly, too easily 
and effectively manipulated by economic interests and destructive 
forms of fanaticism. Above all, it demands wisdom in interpretation, a 
quality not all surfers of the web possess!13 

A Happier Note: Francis Commends Dialogue and the 
Common Good 

Francis concludes this chapter on a happier note. He is sure that, if 
sufficiently wise and disciplined, we can ‘seek the truth in dialogue, in 
both relational conversation and passionate debate’. To do so calls for 
perseverance. ‘It entails moments of silence and suffering, yet it can 
embrace the broader experience of individuals and peoples.’ Finally, he 
insists that the process of building true fraternity ‘can only be taken by 

 
13 FT, 43-44. 
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spirits that are free and open to authentic encounters’.14 Much of the 
rest of the encyclical is dedicated to expounding this statement. 
   Francis’ second chapter is devoted to an examination of the parable 
of the Good Samaritan, probably the best known of all the parables of 
Jesus and one that will have been taught to the youngest of children in 
all countries with a Christian past, even in this secular age. Francis 
poses acute questions from it, asking which of the characters in the 
story we resemble. Have we become like those who pass by, ‘ignoring 
situations till they affect us directly’?15 The parable calls us to decision. 
It is the moment of truth. ‘Will we bend down and touch and heal the 
wounds of others?16 Each day we have to decide whether we are Good 
Samaritans or indifferent bystanders. By his action, the Good Samaritan 
shows that the existence of each and every individual is deeply tied to 
that of others. Life calls us to interactions because we were created for 
love. Above all, Francis stresses that belief in and worship of God are 
not enough for a religious believer. ‘We have to love in a way that is 
pleasing to God.’17 
   All this chimes in with Francis’ earlier appeal to us all to dream for a 
better world and then speak and work for it. He calls all of us to work 
for the common good. He calls us to dream for it despite the many 
aspects of the world that all people of goodwill find distressing: the 
poverty gap, the ecological crisis, both of which have their roots in 
ideologies that put personal gain and so-called market forces before the 
common good. 
   Francis calls us all to what the Wesleyan theological tradition calls 
responsible discipleship in the face of all the manifold difficulties. Every 
day offers a new opportunity to advance. ‘Difficulties that can seem 
overwhelming are opportunities for growth, not glum resignation 
leading to acquiescence.’ He calls us to dream and then act. He is very 
insistent that it is the duty of each one of us. He states clearly that we 
should not leave everything to governments, ‘that would be childish’, 
not acting responsibly.  

 

 
14 Ibid., 50. 
15 Ibid., 64. 
16 Ibid., 70. 
17 Ibid., 74. 
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All Christians as ‘Responsible Disciples’ at the Local Level 

Whilst I was in the middle of my first preliminary skim through Fratelli 
tutti, a Catholic priest friend, Fr. Nicholas Latham, drew my attention 
to a document issued in July 2020 by the Congregation for the Clergy in 
Rome, entitled ‘The Pastoral Conversion of the Parish Community in 
the service of the Evangelising Mission of the Church’. Apparently, this 
was issued by the Congregation without any previous notification. 
What is clear is that the Congregation have been very deeply influenced 
by Pope Francis’ teaching and example and his call for all Christians to 
recognise that they are called to be missionary disciples and that they 
are all anointed by the Spirit to testify to Christ and to represent him in 
service both within and beyond the parish boundaries. All have 
particular gifts. Some may be called to particular forms of ministry 
within the local parish, others may witness more through their 
dedication in secular employment or other wider community activities. 
It is the job of all in the parish to encourage and pray for each other in 
their life of discipleship and witness, again a point that resonates deeply 
with the Methodist experience of the local congregation/parish.18 
   Reading this, I turned to the teaching of my own particular church, 
British Methodism, and discovered similar words in a late 1980’s 
document, ‘The Ministry of the Whole People of God’, where there is a 
strong stress on the ministry of layfolk both within their own 
congregation and beyond it, in the local (and sometimes wider) 
community.19 I particularly noted the following statement as consistent 
both with Francis’ most recent call in Fratelli tutti and with the recent 
document on the parish. 

In consultation with others a Christian may look for new or additional 
contexts where newly awakened gifts...can be employed in witnessing 
to Christ and serving either the well-being of society or the true 
harnessing of the natural order20. 

Neighbours, stress Francis are ‘without borders’. Indeed, they are 
anywhere in the world and the command ‘go and do likewise’ even 

 
18 See the hymns for the Society meeting and parting, as published in Wesley’s 
Hymns (1780), nos 478-539, many of which remain perennially popular in 
Methodism on both sides of the pond. 
19 Statements of the Methodist Church on Faith and Order, vol 2 (2000), 229-281. 
20 Ibid., 243. 
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applies to those at the greatest distance. We are called to set aside all 
differences and recognise the ‘universal dimension to the call to love’.21 

An Open World, a Heart for the World 

The next two chapters, ‘Envisaging an Open World’ and ‘A Heart open 
to the World’, stress what Francis sees as the necessary prerequisites for 
an advance to a truly united and peaceful world. Chapter three stresses 
the need for a love ever more open, a universal love that ‘promotes every 
person without exception’, that asserts the right of every person to a fair 
share in the gifts of the earth which are the Lord’s and which he has 
designed for the benefit of all. The rights of property are to be modified 
in the light of the need of every person for land, employment and 
economic sufficiency. Here of course, Francis repeats much of the 
teaching already given in Evangelii gaudium.22 Individual rights must be 
ordered in the light of the greatest good of the whole. The virtue of 
agathosune, as commended by Paul in Galatians 5:22, is worthy of 
acceptance, uniting, as it does, a love of the good and the yearning 
desire to see it prevail.23 
   A heart open to the world calls for the widest possible discovery of the 
gifts of each other, allowing each person the chance to live and grow in 
appreciation of other cultures and gifts. Francis stresses that ‘a healthy 
openness never threatens’. He stresses his agreement with Imam al-
Tayyeb that East and West can learn from each other. The West with 
regard to the spiritual remedies the East  could provide to help the West 
in the struggle against materialism; as to the West, it could help the 
East in its search to emerge from cultural, economic and technical 
decline.24 Francis stresses the gifts that immigrants bring, both Jewish 
and Italian, to his own Buenos Aires and that the Latino culture can 
bring to the USA.25 He warns cultures against cultural sclerosis that may 
follow from closing both borders and minds to the gifts of others.26 At 
the same time, he celebrates the gifts of varied cultures even at the 
lowest, most local, levels and talks of them as enriching elements, 
holding particular values from which others can learn. He stresses that 

 
21 FT, 81. 83. 
22 Ibid., 118.120. 
23 Ibid., 112. 
24 Ibid., 136. 
25 Ibid., 135. 
26 Ibid., 134. 
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‘global society is not the sum total of different countries, but rather the 
communion that exists amongst them’, a communion that can bring ‘a 
joyful realisation that no one people, no one culture, individually, can 
achieve everything without the need for fulfilment by others. 
   I would stress that, I, personally, can witness to this from my British 
appreciation of our nearest neighbours, the French, both at the wider 
secular level and at the church level. We British could learn a lot from 
the French experience of economic planning for the common good in 
such matters as energy and transport.27 Similarly, I am edified by the 
intellectual theological energy of the French churches which could 
complement our British practical skills in diakonia. Both countries 
could benefit from a wider awareness of the differing strengths of our 
two languages: English in its adaptability and borrowing of vivid words 
and expressions, French in its classical elegance.28 

Practicalities and a Better Kind of Politics 

In the next three chapters, Francis turns to the practicalities of 
transforming the social and political landscape, locally, nationally and 
globally. In ‘A better kind of politics’, he distinguishes between populist 
politics and popular politics. The first seeks to divide people into 
competing factions as well as blaming immigrants and particular 
foreign groups for a society’s ills - the very groups society frequently lets 
down. Genuine popular politics, on the other hand, seeks the 
reconciliation of differing social classes and interests with the aim of 
building a society from which no one is excluded, particularly from 
meaningful employment as necessary to the dignity of every human 
being. Francis particularly attacks political decisions which result in 
increased unemployment, without provision for any suitable, 
meaningful work to replace jobs that have been lost.29 
   Francis points out that to be part of a people is to be part of a shared 
identity, arising from social and cultural bonds. He argues that ‘a loving 
people with a future is open to be mobilised, challenged, broadened 

 
27 In a relatively short period during a now politically derided Fourth Republic 
(1946-1958), France was transformed from a minor power in terms of heavy 
industry into ranking close to Britain and Germany industrially. 
28 A balance brilliantly illustrated by the first British scholar ever elected to the 
Académie Française, Sir Michael Edwards who gave his inaugural lecture on the 
complementary strengths of the two competing languages. 
29 FT, 154-162. 
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and enriched by others’. As a British commentator, I would argue that, 
in the 1940’s, Britain came as close to being such a society as any 
country ever has been: the people united first in war aims, then in the 
determination for a welfare state. Sadly, that common spirit across all 
classes has since largely been lost. 
   Francis argues that the biggest political issue of all is employment, 
employment that ‘gives everyone the opportunity to mature the seed 
that God has placed in us, our initiative, talents and innate resources’.30 
He argues that everything depends on us having, collectively, a change 
of heart in our attitudes to lifestyle so that an individualistic approach 
does not dominate. Education, upbringing, concern for others, a well-
integrated view of life and spiritual growth are all essential for quality 
human relationships. These are needed at all levels, local, national and 
international.31 
   Above all, ‘politics must not be subject to the economy, nor the latter 
to the dictates of an efficiency driven paradigm of technocracy’. 
Finally, in this chapter, he addresses some challenges to politicians: 
they must love the common good; they must ‘through sacrifice and 
patience, seek to build a polyhedral reality in which everyone has a 
place’ and ‘no one sees his neighbour in poverty’;32 they must ask 
themselves the painfully difficult questions: ‘What have I done to 
progress our people?’; ‘What mark have I left on society?’; ‘What mark 
did I leave on society?’; ‘What good did I do in the position entrusted 
to me?’ Their biggest concern must not be a change in the polls, rather 
the elimination of poverty and social exclusion.33 

A Passion for Dialogue, Encounter and Building Bridges 

The sixth chapter is entitled ‘Dialogue and friendship in society’. 
Francis insists that true dialogue involves encounter, in which ‘each one 
of us can learn something from others, no one is useless and none is 
expendable’34 [...] We should be ‘passionate about a culture of 
encounter, about meeting others, seeking points of contact, building 
bridges, planning a project that includes everyone’.35 In short, I would 

 
30 FT, 162. 
31 Ibid., 167. 
32 Ibid., 190. 
33 Ibid., 197. 
34 Ibid., 215. 
35 Ibid., 216. 
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add that the concept of catholicity is central. To be a catholic person in 
the fullest sense involves not just seeking in one’s personal religious 
quest the fullness of one’s own church or spiritual tradition, it involves 
seeking the fullness of the whole breadth of human culture on a basis 
that respects the contribution of every person, every locality, every 
nation. It is, for the Christian, part of the fullness of loving God with all 
one’s heart and mind and respecting and loving our neighbours as 
ourselves. Even for a humanist non-theist, it is the fulfilment of his or 
her concern for the human fulfilment of all people within this life. One 
can then have ‘the trumpet voice on all the world to call’ in celebration 
of life for all in this world.36 
   I imagine Francis has in mind the great triumphs of dialogue in inter-
church and inter-religious dialogue. These may seem to have had little 
effect in terms of full formal agreement, but they have had enormous 
effect in terms of improved understanding and relationships between 
the partners concerned. The many Christian denominations certainly 
understand each other far better than before Vatican II and realise how 
very much they have most of the basics in common, Francis himself 
acknowledging the progress virtually every time he meets a delegation 
from another Christian tradition.37 In this encyclical, he does two 
things. He calls for a juster and fairer world, but he also subtly sows the 
gospel seed as a praeparatio evangelica for all humankind. 
   In ‘Paths of renewed encounter’, Francis calls on us all to be proactive 
in seeking a society based on service to others and the pursuit of 
reconciliation and mutual development. He argues that ‘true 
reconciliation is achieved proactively by forming a new society, based 
on service to others rather than the desire to dominate’.38 He adds that 
‘looking to overcome our divisions presupposes a basic sense of 
belonging on the part of everyone, such a society ‘benefits when 
everyone feels at home’. He even dreams: ‘if only we could treat our 
political opponents or neighbours as if members of a family.’39 A short 
section argues we must begin with the concerns of the least, adding the 
sobering comment, ‘without equal opportunities, aggression finds 

 
36 Quotation from Charles Wesley, hymn no 114, Methodist Hymn Book (1933). 
37 See e.g. the many instances mentioned in my ‘The Ecumenism of Pope 
Francis’.  
38 FT, 230, appropriately citing the South African bishops’ conference. 
39 Ibid. 
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fertile terrain for growth’.40 He commends the development of a 
community spirit of gentleness in handling all relationships, even those 
where a degree of admonishment is required-such a spirit would 
imitate that of the first Christian communities, as commended by St 
Paul.41 He argues that the words of Christ, in Matthew 10:34-36, about 
his bringing a sword and division do not encourage us to seek conflict, 
rather to endure it, lest deference to others who commit injustice 
distracts from our fidelity to the truth.42 
   He also tackles two problems that, up to his pontificate, previous 
popes had found difficult to address, those of the just war theory and 
the permissibility of the death penalty in extreme cases. He argues that, 
in the nuclear age, the just war thesis can scarcely be maintained since 
the evil to result from it would be disproportionate to any chance of 
achieving any just result from it. The life, even of a murderer, is sacred 
and must be respected.43 

All Religions in Service of Fraternity 

In his last chapter, ‘Religions at the service of fraternity in our world’, 
he points to the capacity of all religious believers, despite their 
differences, to contribute to the common search for peace and justice, 
based on their common convictions, including belief in the Fatherhood 
of God, their common desire ‘to serve him with a sincere heart’, things 
which give a secure base for seeing each other as ‘travelling 
companions, truly brothers and sisters’.44 He argues that ‘a journey of 
peace is possible between religions, its point of departure being that of 
God’s love for everyone, regardless of religion’.45 
   Within this context, he makes a particular appeal to Christians to 
recover the full joy of living their faith: 

If the music of the gospel ceases to sound in our ears, we lose the joy 
born of compassion, the tender love born of trust, the capacity for 
reconciliation which has its source in the knowledge that we are 
forgiven and sent forth.46 

 
40 Ibid., 233ff. 
41 Ibid., 239. 
42 Ibid., 241, ‘true love for an oppressor means seeking ways to stop him’. 
43 Ibid., 255-270. 
44 Ibid., 271,272,274. 
45 Ibid., 282. 
46 Ibid., 276. 
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He also asks for tolerance for Christians in countries where they are in 
a minority. I suspect he is thinking not just of Islam, but possibly also 
of Hinduism in India and even of Buddhism in a few countries.47 
   He ends, of course, with the magnificent list of ten agreed points 
which he and the Grand Imam al-Tayyeb jointly commend at the head 
of which is the joint concern for justice for the poor. 

Estimation and First Impressions 

Pope Francis has given the whole of humanity much to ponder, indeed, 
that it should ponder. Catholics, all Christians, all religious believers, 
agnostics and humanists, all are included in his appeal, bearing in mind 
that we are all in the same world - a world, currently, far more 
globalised and far more equally affected and threatened by common 
crisis in human society and the natural environment. Francis has tried 
to address us all in terms which everyone can understand. He makes an 
appeal to values and desires that we have in common, despite any 
differences arising from varieties of belief or non-belief, social, racial 
and national background. He has rendered a service to all humankind 
and we should all be thankful for his leadership in these matters 
whether or not we are Catholics, Christians of other churches, who 
increasingly realise his value as a global spokesman for their faith, or 
simply people of goodwill, believers or not. 
   It us too early yet to say how much and how far Fratelli tutti will be 
received across the world, but I will say a little, first, about its initial 
reception and then about its possible reception within my own, 
Methodist, tradition in conformity with the approach taken by Wesley. 
Since I began this article, Joe Biden has become President of the USA. 
The good news is that, as only the second Catholic President, he affirms 
his own social conscience, stating that ‘my catholic truth drilled into 
me a core truth: that every person is equal in rights and dignity because 
we are all beloved children of God’. Furthermore, he said in 2015 that 
Pope Francis was ‘the embodiment of the catholic social teaching I was 
raised with, the idea that everyone is entitled to dignity, that the poor 
should be given special preference, that you have an obligation to reach 
out and be inclusive’.48  

 
47 Ibid., 279. 
48 The Guardian 10.11.2020. 
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Encouraging statements, though no one should underestimate the 
difficulties that Biden might encounter within a deeply divided America 
from lack of control of Congress, from a conservative Supreme Court 
which might try, as in the days of Roosevelt, to frustrate the initiatives 
of a radical President. 

A Warm Welcome at an Initial Conference 

At a conference held in Rome just days after the publication of Fratelli 
tutti, a young muslim scholar, Judge Mohammed Abdul Salaam, said: 

As a young muslim scholar of Islamic law, I find myself, with much love 
and enthusiasm, in agreement with the Pope and I share every word he 
has written in the encyclical. I follow, with satisfaction and hope, all his 
proposals put forward in a spirit of concern for the rebirth of human 
fraternity.  

Professor Anna Rowlands, Professor of Catholic Social Teaching at the 
University of Durham, England acclaims the encyclical: 

The message Pope Francis wants us to hear is that we are made fully 
human by what takes us beyond ourselves. What makes this possible is 
a divine love, open to all, that births, bonds, bridges and endlessly 
renews. This love is the basis of Pope Francis’ call to us, with St Francis’ 
words of loving attention, fratelli tutti. 

Professor Andrea Riccardi adds: 

The encyclical shows that we are all guardians of peace... We, normal 
people, cannot remain on the sidelines. The art of peace is everybody’s 
task (my italics). 

Cardinal Miguel Ayuso thanked Francis for his great contribution to 
inter-religious dialogue since the beginning of his pontificate: 

Fratelli tutti makes us all feel closer to the love of ... Christ and 
encourages us to place ourselves together, at the service of fraternity of 
this world. 

A little later, Bp. Richard Moth, spokesman on social affairs for the 
Catholic bishops of England and Wales, commented: 

The way of dialogue and listening is the key to his theme of the common 
good and destiny of every person at every stage of life’ ... The Holy Father 
calls us to look deeper to recognise the innate human dignity in every 
person and place this before other sometimes divisive considerations. 

Christine Allen (English secretary of Cafod) wrote: 

Pope Francis is unflinching. Politics is failing the poor and it is shameful 
that political decisions are made that plunge them further into poverty 
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of despair. The message is not just to Catholics or people of other faiths. 
It is to everybody. 
It is a radical blueprint for a coronavirus world. Now is the time to 
change the framework of the economic systems through debt relief to 
the poorest countries, the reduction of inequality and investment in 
local, green sustainable economic development. 

These six speakers, at two different events, sum up the nub of the 
encyclical.49 

From My Own Methodist Perspective 

There are many similarities of spirit and style between Francis and John 
Wesley. Both stressed the joy of the Gospel, Wesley arguing that true 
happiness necessarily flowed from the pursuit of social holiness. Francis 
would surely approve Wesley’s dictum concerning the whole duty of 
humankind as gratitude towards God and benevolence to all his 
creatures, human and other. Both wanted their followers to be 
‘missionary disciples’, both in witness to their faith and practical forms 
of service. Both stress the injustice so often done to the poor, Wesley 
stating in 1753 that 

so wickedly, so devilishly false is the common objection, ‘they are poor 
only because they are idle’. Wesley could say this from his frequent 
visiting of the poor and observance of how hard many of them worked 
despite dire poverty.50  

The Methodist historian John Walsh speaks of the almost Franciscan 
love of the poor that Wesley had, a love whose importance for 
Christians in general was also celebrated poetically by his younger 
brother, Charles, the hymnographer in such verses as these, the first 
stressing the receptivity of the poor to the Gospel, the second their 
importance as occupying Christ’s place in the service to which 
Christians are called. 

The poor in every time and place 
Thou dost, O God, approve 
To mark with thy distinguished grace 
To enrich with faith and love.51  

 
49 All six quoted from the first page of the Catholic Bishops of England and 
Wales website on 28 Oct 2020. 
50 Wesley’s Journal, 9-10 Feb 1753, cited by Jennings T., Good News to the Poor: 
John Wesley’s Evangelical Economics (Abingdon Press, 1990), 54. 
51 Based on Luke 4:26. 
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The poor to the rich I prefer 
If with Thine eyes I see 
To bear thy Spirit’ s character 
The poor are chose by thee. 
The poor in very time and place 
Thou dost, O God, approve 
To mark with thy distinguished grace 
To enrich with faith and love.52 

Meeks sums up Wesley’s approach and action. ‘Wesley understood 
visiting the poor as an essential means of grace. To be in Christ meant 
to take the form of Christ’s own life in and with the poor ... to be 
obedient to Christ’s command to feed the sheep and serve the least of 
his brethren the poor.’53 
   Wesley asserted that never since the end of the apostolic age had 
there been so much preaching to the poor as had characterised the 
work of himself and his preachers. He was personally tireless in visiting 
the poor and studying their needs.54 He was concerned, not just with 
the poor converts to Methodism but also with the non-Methodist poor, 
for whom he formed the Strangers’ Friends Society.55 Religion, he 
asserted, ‘if it is not to be the pious form of worldliness, must begin 
where God begins, among the poor’.56 He insisted that his converts gave 
as generously as they could to those in greater need. They had to treat 
their goods as if they were stewards of them and not as absolute owners. 
Wesley hoped that many of the problems of poverty could be dealt with 
if Christians acted conscientiously on their stewardship in giving of 
such wealth as was strictly surplus to their most basic needs.57 It was 
the greatest disappointment of his last few years that he saw wealth 
multiplying amongst many of his followers as they followed his advice 
to gain and save all they could but did not then go on to give. 

 
52 Based on Matt. 26:11. Cited in ST Kimborough’s essay in Meeks, M. Douglas, 
The Portion of the Poor (1995). 
53 Meeks, op cit, 10. 
54 Wesley’s sermon no 98, On Visiting the Sick, where Wesley makes the 
observation that the rich do not understand the problems of the poor because 
they so rarely visit them. 
55 Vickers, J (ed) Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland (2000), 339-340 
for: Strangers’ Friends Societies. 
56 Jennings, T. Good News to the Poor. John Wesley’s Evangelical Ethics (1995), 
20. 
57 Ibid., 130-136. 
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   A key to the differences between Wesley’s approach and that of 
Francis lies in their very different social and political contexts. Wesley’s 
was one where an hierarchical pre-democratic society prevailed 
everywhere, at least until 1776. Francis’ is one where democracy 
prevails, at least over Europe and North America, and in which massive 
changes in communications make the forming of a public opinion far 
easier. Even so, Wesley realised, to a greater extent than almost all of 
his contemporaries, how economies worsened the position of the poor. 
He believed that were not so much land set aside for horses for the 
gentry, and were more corn turned into bread rather than gin, the poor 
would be better provided for. He also held that more arable farming, 
rather than stock rearing, would provide more basic food for the poor.58 
Francis has the advantage over Wesley of wider and far more instant 
communication to a globalised world, plus a far wider audience for his 
encyclicals than would have been available pre-Vatican II, the Council 
which opened up so many areas of dialogue both with other Christian 
traditions and other religions and philosophies. However, if one 
substitutes for Wesley’s call for universal benevolence, Francis’ call for 
fraternity, we find the same essential truths being held and the same 
practices commended. World Methodism discovers that we have a 
fourth key point of contact with the Roman Catholic tradition. Beyond 
the common stress on the interconnectedness of the Church and 
churches at every level, the emphasis on the universal call to holiness 
and mission, there is also joined a common stress on the preference for 
the poor of every land.  
   Many on the nationalist right and some on the left deplore 
globalisation. Francis recognises the false form it can take in the 
universal elevation of particular concepts of political or economic 
orthodoxy above others. However, we should see globalisation as 
offering choices and possibilities, which Christians should judge in the 
light of the revelation of God’s will in the teaching and example of 
Christ. 
   Jesus said ‘the poor you have always with you’, a statement that 
reflected his era and all others until the early twentieth century. Since 
then, certain epochs in certain countries, in particular Britain in the 
period 1945-1979, have shown that overall productive capacity and 
appropriate economic and political strategies can be united so as to 

 
58 Ibid., chapters 4 and 5. 
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almost fully eradicate poverty. We have to choose the right options, 
with the starkest choice being between market economics and the 
world of mutual caring and communion so well spelt out by Pope 
Francis.  

Consonance with Progressive Social Thinking 

Since writing the first draft of this paper, I have noted the consonance 
of some current progressive secular political thinking with that of 
Francis. David Edgerton, author of one of the best histories of twentieth 
century Britain,59 calls, amidst what he regards as ‘the maelstrom of 
Brexit’, for the construction of a new national history of the twentieth 
century which dwells on the progressive positive achievements of the 
immediate post-war era when there was greater equality and a sense of 
common purpose, and focus; a time of rising wages, strong trades 
unions and meaningful work. Times, the memories of which should 
inspire the country to ‘anti-elite politics’ that ‘takes back control’. 
   He also refers to the work of a group of European academics who have 
produced a document called The Foundational Economy advocating a 
move away from an individualistically consumerist economy to one 
that stresses investments in basic infrastructure serving the whole 
community; they stress the urgent need to improve pipelines for water, 
gas and other basic communal necessities plus investment in essential 
services, particularly health and education.60 It would be helpful both 
to this group and to Pope Francis to negotiate common propositions 
with which to challenge the world to seek a more equable and stable 
economic system. 
 

 
59 Edgerton, D., The Rise and Fall of the British Nation. A Twentieth Century 
History (2018). 
60 A summary of their approach can be easily googled under the title, The 
Foundational Economy. Guardian 1.1.2021 for Edgerton’s comments. 
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THOUGHTS ON THE FUTURE AFTER EIGHT YEARS OF 

THE PONTIFICATE OF POPE FRANCIS 

Below are some of the contributions of a meeting held in March, by video, 
at the Catholic Institute of Paris, i.e. the contributions from J. L. Souletie, 
B. Oiry, G. Drouin, A. S. Kerdraon, E. Pisani, B. Cholvy. It is available on 
You Tube: See ‘Dix regards prospectifs sur huit ans de Pontificat.’ 

We are publishing them with the authorisation of the Dean, Jean-Louis 
Souletie. They will be published in ‘Transversalités’, a French multi-
disciplinary quarterly academic journal which is published under the 
direction of the Vice-Rector for Research of the Catholic Institute of 
Paris. It brings together the skills of researchers animated by the themes 
and questions of the Research Unit Religion Culture and Society. 

The contributions take the form of a question and answer session.  
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EIGHT YEARS OF THE PONTIFICATE OF POPE FRANCIS: 
INTRODUCTION 

Jean-Louis Souletie* 

The eight years of the pontificate of Pope Francis have been marked by 
a series of step changes in every area of the Pope’s pastoral action and 
reflection: relations with states and his peace initiatives as in Iraq, his 
universal concern for migrants as a truly Catholic attitude, an 
integrated ecology as a Christian perspective in educating people, his 
rootedness in the Word of God enriched by exegesis and realised in 
preaching, his interreligious dialogue with Islam from Cairo to Iraq and 
with Judaism, his combatting abuses in the Church but also his intense 
juridical activity in reforming the Curia, in legislation regarding 
marriage and the consecrated life, his ceaseless and active ecumenism. 
These step changes are discernible in his addresses, in his governance 
and in his pastoral activity. They have come across to the public at large 
in the images Francis often uses: the Church as field hospital, as many-
sided, time being more important than space, the Church going out of 
itself, the good Shepherd who knows the smell of his sheep... 
   This pontificate is producing changes and variations of register which 
come more or less directly from his personal and institutional 
experience in Latin America. The history of Latin American bishops 
provides him with the approach he uses in most of his documents, 
summed up as ‘see, judge, act’, as a way of analysing a situation and 
defining a pastoral response. In this respect it is interesting to note that 
this is an entirely classical methodology, using elements to be found in 
St Thomas Aquinas’ Summa concerning the virtue of prudence, when 
he analyses the three stages of a prudential judgement, namely, seeking 
advice and good counsel, using judgement to develop discernment, and 
then action, for not to act would be immoral.  
   For eight years the Bishop of Rome has covered an extremely broad 
theological field. He is characterised by the pastoral nature of his 

 
* Jean-Louis Souletie FMT, is Professor of dogmatic and fundamental theology, 
He is the Dean of the Faculty of Theology and Religious Sciences, Theologicum, 
Catholic Institute of Paris. 
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doctrinal teaching, in a direct line with Vatican II, following the 
direction set by John XXIII and Paul VI. In the context of doctrine as 
pastoral, one can see how Francis always takes into account those 
whom he is addressing—their culture, traditions, the place they occupy 
in the world. This pastoral concern also has a distinctly ecumenical 
dimension, as borne out by the occasions when Patriarch Bartholomew 
of Constantinople has been at his side, whether in Rome, or on his 
travels. Pope Francis surprised us all in 2017 by taking part, along with 
Protestants, in a ceremony to inaugurate the five hundredth 
anniversary of Martin Luther’s Reformation. He took part in the Holy 
Synod of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church to propose the ‘three 
ecumenisms’, of the poor, of mission and of witness. Finally, the same 
pastoral concern is equally manifest in his eight years of considerable 
legislative work, unknown to the general public, but which is having a 
profound effect on juridical relations within the Church.  
   Clearly, there is a whole Catholic theology undergirding the 
architecture of Pope Francis’ writings and actions. In the first place 
Catholic, for it means to be universal, as we see in the encyclical Fratelli 
tutti. This ‘universal’ is something very concrete, visible as fraternity, 
social friendship and the common good, as his predecessor St John Paul 
II so often emphasised. In meaning to be universal, Francis is 
developing an inclusive theology which is not globalising, but 
constantly aims, in its conversations with others, to recognise their 
dignity, their history, and where they stand in their process of human 
growth, for ‘time is greater than space’. 
   It is likewise a theology centred on Holy Scripture and on meditating 
the Word of God, following Benedict XVI, as can be seen in all his 
writings with their long meditations, for example on the Good 
Samaritan which frequently recurs and from which he draws precisely 
that appeal to the universal which is at the heart of Catholic faith. He 
does not hesitate to use exegesis in making his point, as in his 
commentary on Genesis 1:28 in Laudato si’. 
   Here we have a theology of discernment which everyone must do for 
themselves in order to live in solidarity with the other, and with a care 
for the common good. Of course, this discernment can make mistakes, 
but it is imperative that errors can be rectified. Here we have the whole 
synodal dynamic which the pope wishes to see at every level of the 
Church. Discernment calls for companionship and fraternity, including 
in political and social contexts, which is why Francis is calling for a 
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social friendship which flows from social teaching on the common 
good.  
   This pastoral nature of doctrine sees a spiritual dynamic in every 
human being, sometimes misguided or sinful, but always capable of 
retrieving the way of life which God never ceases to offer that person. 
And missionary-disciples, which is the pope’s term for Christians, have 
this educational task, which respects freedom, in the service of the 
growth of mankind. To discharge this task, Christians should have a 
university theological formation. 
   All these areas of Francis’ pastoral action help to explain what Francis 
had to say about theology in his 2019 address in Naples: ‘I would say 
that theology ... is called to be a welcoming theology and to develop a 
sincere dialogue with social and civil institutions, with university and 
research centres, with religious leaders and with all women and men of 
good will, for the construction in peace of an inclusive and fraternal 
society, and also for the care of creation.’ 
   His theological method is one of dialogue, of listening: ‘Dialogue is 
above all a method of discernment and proclamation of the Word of 
love which is addressed to each person and which wants to take up 
residence in the heart of each person.’ He continues: ‘Dialogue 
(especially interdisciplinary) can be a method of study, as well as of 
teaching. When we read a text, we dialogue with it and with the “world” 
of which it is an expression; and this also applies to sacred texts, such 
as the Bible, the Talmud and the Koran. Often, then, we interpret a 
particular text in dialogue with others from the same period or from 
different eras. The texts of the great monotheistic traditions are in some 
cases the result of a dialogue. There are cases of texts that are written 
to offer answers to some of life’s deeper questions posed by texts that 
preceded them. This is also a form of dialogue.’ 
   To conclude, let us read again Francis’ invitation to students of 
theology: ‘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. A laboratory theology, a 
pure theology, “distilled” like water, distilled water, which tastes of 
nothing.’ 
   I invite you, whoever you may be, to come and study theology in our 
faculty at the Catholic Institute of Paris, to find there the taste of the 
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Gospel and to render the intelligence of the Christian faith by means of 
contemporary rationalities. 
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FROM VERBUM DOMINI TO THE SUNDAY OF THE 

WORD OF GOD 

Béatrice Oiry* 

Silas Bada Silas1: In 2018, Pope Benedict convened a synod of bishops 
on the Word of God. It related to his making a point about the 
Constitution Dei Verbum of Vatican II. At the end of the Synod, Pope 
Benedict wrote an apostolic exhortation entitled Verbum Domini, in 
which he appealed for a new stress on pastoral biblical studies. It was 
from this background that, in 2019, Pope Francis instituted a Bible 
Sunday. What, however, is the point of such a Sunday when Scripture 
is at the heart of every liturgy? Does this initiative say something about 
the way in which Pope Francis hopes to revive the place of the Word of 
God in the life of the Church? 
 
Béatrice Oiry: Silas, it’s true one can be astounded by this decision. 
The Word of God is never better than in a liturgical context-all Sundays 
are Sundays of the Word of God. The Pope well knows that. Moreover, 
this pastoral proposition is just one of the ways through which Pope 
Francis wants the Church to welcome more fully the pastoral force of 
the Scriptures. The Church lives from the Word of God. Benedict and 
Francis both welcome it, but with different emphases. Benedict invited 
us to contemplate the Word, who comes from the Father and reveals 
Him. Pope Francis looks at the Scriptures from the paschal point of 
view. They witness to the Risen One and give access to His life to those 
who welcome Him. The heading of the Motu Proprio, instituting the 
Sunday of the Word, is very significant: ‘Then he opened to them the 
understanding of the Scriptures.’2 It is a reference to the disciples on 
the road to Emmaus. It takes them back to the table where the Risen 
One drew close to them in the sharing of bread. That reference 
expresses, very precisely, the Pope’s pastoral approach. He expects the 

 
* Béatrice Oiry is a laywoman. She is a biblical scholar, an exegete and a lecturer 
in the biblical Department at the Catholic Institute of Paris. 
1 Silas Bada Silas is of Cameroonian origin. He is a Lazarist priest. He is currently 
M2 student, specialising in Holy Scripture. 
2 Motu Proprio Aperuit illis, 30 septembre 2019. 
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Word to be approached in terms of everyday life. It should be opened 
in such a way that we there meet the Lord authentically. On this point, 
he does not hesitate to be demanding. It shakes us. I cite his catechesis 
of 27 January last year: ‘It worries me when I hear Christians who recite 
verses of the Bible like parrots.  “O yes, the Lord says this”; “It means 
that.” But have you really met the Lord in that verse?’3 
 
Silas Bada Silas: That wish for a personal experience of Christ in the 
Scriptures is very apparent. I am surprised by an affirmation in Evangelii 
gaudium. The Holy Father changes a traditional expression that our 
exegetes know well: ‘The study of Holy Scripture must be the soul of 
theology.’ He writes: ‘the study of Scripture should be an open sesame 
to all believers.’4 That really is a huge transformation. 
 
Béatrice Oiry: It is effectively a big change. The Pope hopes not only 
that Catholics will read the Scriptures but, also, that they will study 
them. Understanding the Scriptures is not just for theologians or 
preachers, but for everyone to take part in. All should understand the 
Scriptures as an open door. There should be closeness, sharing, 
exchange, as at the supper at Emmaus.  
 
Silas Bada Silas: Many of us often find the Bible difficult. In a recent 
apostolic letter, the Pope invites exegetes and preachers to carry out a 
‘diaconal function’.5 It must not lead to domination, it is a service. His 
way of rendering this service is influenced by his own Jesuit tradition. 
He invites us to look at the people in the stories and listen to their 
words. He places us directly in the context of the biblical scene and sets 
the Bible in the context of our everyday life. This concrete way of so 
doing is not overloaded with minor exegetical points. 
 
Béatrice Oiry: When it is necessary to do technical exegesis, the Pope 
does it, though generally his preaching is simple and direct. It always 
seems to me to give full existential weight to the Scriptures. I give two 
examples that have particularly struck me. In Fratelli tutti, the Pope 
comments on the parable of the Good Samaritan. He sets the scene in 

 
3 Catechesis 22, The prayer with the Sacred Scripture, 27 January 2021. 
4 Evangelii gaudium, 175 (2013). 
5 Apostolic Letter Scripturae sacrae affectus, 30 September 2020. 
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detail, a little bit as in a spiritual exercise. He describes the key 
characters on the road from the standpoint of the injured man. Then, 
he describes the Samaritan who stops and approaches. Then, quite 
suddenly, the Pope interrupts his commentary and asks the readers, 
which person do you resemble? With whom do you identify?6 The 
parable speaks for itself. The Pope’s commentary aims at striking us, at 
waking us up so that the parable can do its true work in each of us. In 
some way, it confronts us with the urgency and radical nature of 
Christ’s appeal.  
   The second example is from the 2020 Good Friday Way of the Cross. 
The Pope had entrusted the meditation to the chaplaincy of a prison. 
We heard about people involved in the prison world: those detained, 
parents of victims and prisoners, an innocent man, unjustly convicted, 
a policeman, etc. 
   This particular Way of the Cross says a lot about the priorities of this 
pontificate. First of all, it was a way of making us consider people in 
situation that we habitually don’t think about, those on the margins of 
society, those in jail. It also says a lot about his desire for a church where 
all can speak and witness to the Word. The Pope broke with the habit 
of confiding the meditation to a single great theologian. Instead, he 
gave it to a variety of voices. An entire ecclesiology was set out in that 
very act. Finally, by this choice, the Pope showed how seriously he takes 
complex human situations, with all the seriousness of the paschal 
event. He considers the father of a woman killed, the warder who opens 
the cell doors every day. All encounter each other at the foot of the 
Cross. Each in their own place, they say how they meet at the foot of 
the Cross, how they see their humanity in that of the Crucified. There 
still, the paschal force of the Scriptures confronts those who want to 
listen to the lives of human beings as they are, without any naivety.  
 
Silas Bada Silas: Is this way of looking into the face and into the light 
of Christ which disfigures our world, not equally obvious in his social 
encyclicals? Laudato si’ and Fratelli tutti both begin with chapters 
offering a somber and uncompromising description of our societies. 
Now, it turns out that in theses texts, after the first chapter, the Pope 
places a biblical chapter. He was the first to introduce biblical details 

 
6 Fratelli tutti, 64 (2020). 
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and expositions into a social encyclical addressed to all people. How do 
you understand it? 
 
Béatrice Oiry: Effectively, the Pope is innovating. And it seems to me 
paradoxical that when he explicitly and unreservedly assumes the 
secularisation of our societies and the pluralism of our modern world, 
he can propose to all the biblical tradition as a way to transform our 
forsaken world. He explains his position at the beginning of the second 
chapter of Laudato si’.7 Confronted with the gravity of the ecological 
crisis that affects all humanity, he appeals for the collaboration of all. 
It’s a matter of everyone using all the resources at his or her disposal to 
transform our societies. Scientific research certainly, but also cultural, 
philosophical and spiritual resources. The Pope presents Christianity as 
one of those resources, ready to work with others in the service of our 
common home. In accepting, irenically, a de facto pluralism, he can 
strongly defend the legitimacy and appropriateness of Christian 
engagement with ecological questions. 
   The biblical tradition has a particular way of interpreting reality. It’s 
that which Christians can bring to the round table on social questions. 
And that’s important because the way in which the Bible sees human 
beings, creation and justice, resonates with our contemporary 
problems. The Pope repeated that the Bible does not give solutions but 
it does transform the way we look at them. This shift, via the prism of 
Scripture, lets us see new possibilities appearing. And it is this that the 
Pope does himself in developping and setting out a biblical 
interpretation on the state of the world. His way of putting it is modest 
and clear. He summons all people to out themselves at the service of a 
humanity that lives in justice and reconciliation in a creation that is 
duly respected. This is the key concern of his pontificate, a matter of 
urgency, that the Pope receives from the paschal force of the Scriptures. 
 

 
7 Laudato si’, 63-64. 
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TOWARDS A DECENTRALISATION OF LITURGICAL 

REGULATION? 

Gilles Drouin* 

Hélène Capul1: Many agree that the liturgical reform resulting from 
Vatican II is still in progress. Since the election of Pope Francis, are we 
working towards acceptance or is there instead a new reorientation?  
 
Gilles Drouin: The reception of a council and its decisions, as we saw 
with the Council of Trent, is a long process, and not necessarily a linear 
one. And so is the reform carried out after Vatican II. I like the 
expression ‘reorientation’ that you use about the pontificate of Francis. 
Certainly, John Paul II, Benedict XVI and Francis are part of the 
liturgical plan in the wake of the Constitution on the Liturgy 
Sacrosanctum concilium, the first of the texts voted in by the Council,2 
but each had his own role in the process. It is true that the end of the 
pontificate of John Paul II, as well as that of Benedict XVI were marked 
by what may have appeared to be a form of withdrawal from certain 
conciliar understandings in liturgical matters. I am referring to the 
theme of the ‘reform of the Reformation’, a theme which was very 
present during these years.3 With Francis, perhaps because of his 

 
* Gilles Drouin, priest of the diocese of Evry-Corbeil-Essonnes, is a specialist in 
the theology of the liturgy and the sacraments, Lecturer, Director of the ISL, 
Higher Institute of Liturgy, Theologicum, Catholic Institute of Paris. He is the 
Delegate of the Archbishop of Paris and director of the liturgical and cultural 
redevelopment project of Notre-Dame cathedral in Paris. 
1 Hélène Capul, mother, is a delegate on sacramental and pastoral matters of 
the bishop of Créteil, she has completed a diploma in The Theology of the 
Liturgy and the Sacraments at the Higher Institute of Liturgy of the 
Theologicum. 
2 Second Vatican Council, Constitution Sacrosanctum concilium, on the Holy 
Liturgy, 4 December 1963. 
3 The expression is taken from Joseph Ratzinger’s book, The Spirit of the Liturgy 
(Geneva: Ad Solem, 2001), in which he calls, with explicit reference to Romano 
Guardini's eponymous work dated 1918, for a new liturgical movement. It 
became the standard of a theological wave whose common point was the call 
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origins and his personality, we moved on. Although the liturgy may 
seem less central to him than in the thoughts of his predecessors, the 
influence of this pontificate is beginning to be seriously felt in liturgical 
matters.  
   There is one particular influence on Francis' thought that is probably 
little emphasised, and that is the full recognition of what might be 
called ‘popular piety’, and the consideration of an individual theology 
of daily reality. The theme of ‘the people’ is important to Francis, 
indeed, it is at the very heart of his theology, in the same way that ‘the 
people of God’ is at the heart of Vatican II. The expression,‘the people’, 
also has political connotations particularly relevant to the Pope’s native 
country of Argentina. It could be interpreted as being very political, 
without being ‘contaminated’ by the Marxist undertones that have so 
poisoned the debates on the theology of liberation.  
   To return to our original theological subject, I think that, in the long 
term, we will remember the pontificate of Francis for the reorientation 
of the balance between liturgy and popular piety, veering towards the 
latter, and probably for a certain break with the Liturgical Movement, 
which is fundamentally suspicious of this complex world of popular 
piety.4 
   In Evangelii gaudium,5 following the document of Aparecida,6of which 
he had been the main editor, Francis sketches out a definition of 
popular piety which is considered an authentic expression of the soul 
of a people. This text marks a further reorientation compared to the 
Directory of 2001: the thinking around popular piety is now 
independent of the liturgy, for which it is no longer only a starting 

 
for a right of inventory on certain intuitions of the post-conciliar liturgical 
reform. 
4 The Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium addressed the articulation between 
the liturgy and what it calls the pious exercises in its preamble, in numbers 12 
and 13, but it is the Directory on Popular Piety and liturgy published by the 
Congregation on Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments in 
December 2001 that formalizes the question, in the wake of the Council, itself 
largely heir in these matters to the thoughtfulness of the Liturgical Movement. 
5 Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium on the Announcement 
of the Gospel in today's World, 24 November 2013. 
6 Fifth General Conference of the Latin American and Caribbean Episcopate, 
Final Document, Aparecida, 13-31 May 2007. 
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point. Popular piety is now recognised as theologically founded on a 
strong pneumatology. 
 
Hélène Capul: Some difficulties in accepting these liturgical reforms 
raise the question of normativity and even more so that of the 
regulation in liturgy. Do these eight years of pontificate change the 
situation? 
 
Gilles Drouin: It is perhaps in this area, that of regulation, that Francis' 
influence is the most decisive. There are certainly, as often in liturgy, 
and indeed from John Paul II onwards, especially, questions of 
inculturation, especially during the liturgies seen during papal trips.7 
But, above all, Francis unravelled the knot of a crisis that had persisted 
for twenty years: that of the translation of liturgical books. A latent 
crisis, which gave rise, in our French-speaking area, to the long soap 
opera of the translation of the Roman Missal. Will it be published? 
Won't it? In 2001, in fact, the Holy See modified the principles of 
translation of liturgical texts by publishing an Instruction, Liturgiam 
Authenticam which replaced the one that had prevailed since the 
Council.8 This was done in order to retain a strict fidelity to the literality 
of the Latin text, whilst strengthening the control of Rome over the 
liturgical texts in use in local churches. We were then in a situation of 
crisis, and often of deadlock: a crisis of acceptance of the new 
translation by certain communities in the English-speaking world; a 
refusal of the German-speaking world to retranslate and the rejection, 
of the French text after twenty years of work, in at least ten places. The 
Pope has now unravelled this issue, in his own way, without formally 
touching the principles of Liturgiam Authenticam but by moving the 

 
7 The many trips of Pope John Paul II had a strong influence on the reception 
of what the Council called the adaptation of the liturgy to the language of 
different peoples and which the Polish Pope theorised by taking up the 
neologism of inculturation. As early as 1994, the Congregation for Divine 
Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments published an Instruction, 
Varietatis Legitimate, which remains the basic regulatory text of liturgical 
inculturation in the Catholic world. 
8 Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, 
Liturgiam Authenticam, Fifth Instruction for the Correct Application of the 
Constitution on the Holy Liturgy of the Second Vatican Council, 7 May 2001. 
This instruction supersedes the 1969 Instruction. 
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weight of legal responsibility from the centre at Rome to the rest of the 
world. I would refer you to the details of the Motu proprio Magnum 
Principium9 and the exchange of letters between the Pope and Cardinal 
Sarah where the Pope completed the legal device of passage from 
‘recognitio’ to ‘confirmatio’, specifying to the Cardinal what the fidelity 
of the translations meant to him. From an exclusive fidelity to the Latin 
text, we move on to a threeway fidelity, including a fidelity to the 
language and culture of the different peoples to whom the translation 
is addressed. What is probably the most important is this displacement 
of liturgical regulation from the Roman centre to the rest of the world, 
to the assemblies of bishops or diocesan bishops. Will they be able to 
seize it? The challenge of this approach by Francis is that he aims to 
push the local churches to take on their responsibilities in an area 
where it was previously quite comfortable hiding behind the rigidity of 
Rome. 
 
Hélène Capul: And from the point of view of women in the liturgy, are 
things changing? 
 
Gilles Drouin: Here too, Francis’ method is interesting. First there are 
the symbols, which his predecessors also widely considered, especially 
in the liturgical field. For example, for his first Holy Thursday, before 
he had altered the rubrics,10 the Pope washed the feet of women, and 
men in a prison, and among them there were some non-Christians. In 
another impressive example he celebrated Mass in Abu Dhabi in front 
of the altar with a whole row of girls officiating as altar servers. 
Extraordinary in a Muslim country! But here too the legal path was 
followed, with the recent Motu proprio Spiritus Dominus11 which was 
the lifting of the regulation of accepting only men into the roles of the 
ministries of reader and acolyte. Perhaps Francis has learned the lesson 

 
9 Pope Francis, Apostolic Letter in the form of Motu proprio Magnum 
Principium, 9 September 2017. 
10 Pope Francis, Letter to Cardinal Robert Sarah, Prefect of the Congregation for 
Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments with a view to modifying 
the rite of foot washing, 20 December 2014. 
11 Pope Francis, Apostolic Letter in the form of Motu proprio Spiritus Domini on 
the modification of canon 230, 1 of the Code of Canon Law with regard to the 
access of females to the ministries of readership and acolytate, 11 January 2021. 



ICP   Eight Years of the Pontificate of Pope Francis 124 

of the ‘failure’ of the Commission mandated by his predecessor to shed 
light on the issue of women's access to the diaconate.  
   Changes, although apparently at the margin of the law, make it 
possible to evolve. Small changes but ultimately more effective than 
having recourse to a great theological revolution which is always 
uncertain when it comes to removing barriers. That, too, is the Francis 
method. 
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A DEVELOPMENT IN MORAL THEOLOGY: FROM THE 

LAW OF GRADUALNESS TO A DIVINE PEDAGOGY 

Anne-Solen Kerdraon* 

Mathieu Colin1: On the occasion of the publication of the post-synodal 
exhortation, Amoris laetitiae, you said that there is a development from 
the law of gradualness to a divine pedagogy. Can you explain what this 
means. What is the law of gradualness? 
 
Anne-Solen Kerdraon: The expression, the law of gradualness, which 
was introduced by Pope John Paul II in his apostolic exhortation, 
Familiaris consortio, is not well known and may seem obscure. 
   Let us recall the context of the period. In 1968 the encyclical Humanae 
vitae caused an uproar and led to much incomprehension when it 
declared illicit certain methods of birth control, such as contraception. 
The morality of the Catholic Church appeared at the time as an 
ensemble of norms and interdicts that were impossible to follow and 
led to much guilt. Theological and pastoral reflection sought to 
reconcile moral demands with practical, concrete reality and to 
consider how this teaching could be heard, not as a judgement that 
condemns but as one that calls people to life. It was realised, or 
recognised anew, that in moral matters there is a need to take account, 
certainly, of universal principles and particular norms but also – and 
this may have perhaps been overlooked – to always take into 
consideration the uniquely personal dimension of the moral subject in 
their bodily, emotional, and historical reality, involving at times a life 
story of complexity and hurt. 
   Pope John Paul II underlines in Familiaris consortio that it is 
characteristic of being human that the person is in a state of growth. 
The person is evolving, changing and growing. Morality must take 
account of that. It is possible that because of their situation - material, 

 
* Sr Anne-Solen Kerdraon is a religious of the Society of the Helpers. She is a 
lecturer in moral theology, head of the Department of Moral and Spiritual 
Theology at the Theologicum, Catholic Institute of Paris. 
1 Mathieu Colin is a seminarian for the diocese of Saint-Brieuc, in the fifth year 
of the first cycle at the Theologicum. 



ICP   Eight Years of the Pontificate of Pope Francis 126 

family, psychological, social or economic -, a person may accept that 
the law is well founded, but cannot put it fully into practice 
immediately. However – and this is the law of gradualness – the person 
can orient themselves gradually, stage by stage, towards the fulfilment 
of the law. This law recognises that the human person is a being-on-
the-way and, if still marked by sin, they can and should, by a process of 
continual conversion, rely on the gifts of God and move towards the 
good they recognise in the moral law.  
 
Mathieu Colin: If I understand correctly, the law of gradualness takes 
account of human fragilities and what is practically possible for a 
specific person here and now. In other words, it is a gradual path that, 
through successive stages that are still marked by imperfections and 
sins, enables the person to gradually integrate the moral law into their 
decisions and actions because they see the law as good. What do you 
mean by the expression divine pedagogy? And what is the development 
you identify when you say that Pope Francis moves from the law of 
gradualness to a divine pedagogy?  
 
Anne-Solen Kerdraon: The first thing to stress is that Pope Francis is 
in the tradition of the law of gradualness. There is no break in the 
importance he attributes to the law of gradualness in morality. Amoris 
laetitia refers to it explicitly.2 However there is a real development in 
his moral approach. 
   We find with him a strong affirmation of the need to reflect on moral 
situations, to take account of concrete and unique situations. For him, 
it is important to ‘keep firmly grounded in reality’,3 to be profoundly 
realistic. To do this, he turns firstly, not towards an abstract ideal or to 
norms, but to the Scriptures, for ‘the Bible is full of families, births, love 
stories and family crises’4. The Bible is full of all that makes life human, 
situations that are more or less twisted, violent and wounded. The 
Word of God is our source of comfort and companionship5 that helps 
us see how God is present in these situations. It shows us a way of life 

 
2 See nos 295 and 300. 
3 Amoris laetitia, 6. 
4 Ibid., 8. 
5 Ibid., 22. 
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that feels its way through confusion, opacity, ambiguities and the 
conflicts of every day. 
   Amoris laetitia does not question the norms set down by the Catholic 
Church in relation to marriage. They are central to the Pope Francis’ 
moral teaching. However, when faced with certain complex and painful 
situations, he stresses that it is not so much a call to these norms that 
can open (for the faithful) a path to sanctity as a look of mercy that 
searches for the good that is possible in the present reality. This way of 
mercy is opened by Christ. Without compromising with evil, he sought 
to free people from the limits and poverty that corrupt their freedom 
and prevent them from achieving the good. By his loving and merciful 
look, he helps the person who is wounded and sinful to hear the words, 
‘you can’. He gives back to the person a desire for the good and a 
fundamental faith that, in God, such a good is accessible for them. By 
welcoming the grace of God at work in human lives, the person, 
through little steps carried out in the midst of great human limits, can 
cause rejoicing in the heart of God.6 
 
Mathieu Colin: The divine pedagogy is firstly something that benefits 
us all, the presence of the Creator and Saviour God in our lives, who 
invites us to believe in his grace that is at work to orientate us towards 
him. This is a reality to which the Church must bear witness.  
 
Anne-Solen Kerdraon: Absolutely. And if we are to bear witness to it, 
we need to be clothed with the mercy of Christ. For Pope Francis, this 
is the mission of the Church, to reveal to each person the divine 
pedagogy of grace in their life. This is done by accompanying people, 
adapting our language to their questions and preoccupations, relying 
on the grace of God and on the moral strength already in them, in order 
to find the path that leads to God. It is about listening to people so as 
to hear their difficulties, their desires and the reasons why they are not 
observing the norms of marriage. Sometimes it is about bringing some 
clarity to the situation, with the courage of the truth and faith in a 
pardon offered; above all, it is about awakening a desire to follow the 
will of God now understood as a way of life.  
 

 
6 Evangelii gaudium (2013), 44. 
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Mathieu Colin: Can one say that the development from the law of 
gradualness to the divine pedagogy is a view, not primarily of the 
difficulties in observing the law, but of the potential of the person to do 
good? 
 
Anne-Solen Kerdraon: Firstly, we should note that the law of 
gradualness, taken on its own, remains in the perspective of a 
normative ethic. And you are right, it begins from the obstacles and the 
distance of certain situations from the moral law and invites the person 
to overcome this distance. 
   The divine pedagogy, on the contrary, begins from the Scriptures and 
the saving action of God that is at work in human lives. It is less 
concerned with overcoming the distance from the norm than with 
setting each person on the way to following that person who is Christ.7 
This view does not focus firstly on what is missing but on the good and 
the potential for good that is already present in the person. It is about 
encouraging and accompanying the person so that they can discern this 
good and the action of grace in it. This will enable them to make 
progress and to allow themselves to be transformed by God. 
   For Pope Francis, the insistence is not ‘an anthropology of gradual 
advancement in the moral life’8 but ‘a theology of the Creator and 
Saviour God’9 who carries out his work of grace in the person, a grace 
upon which we rely. Similarly, the human pedagogy of the Church does 
not seek to achieve the transmission of a doctrine; rather it seeks to 
serve the pedagogy of God at work in the heart of the person. 

 

 
7 Philippe Bordeyne, ‘La pédagogie divine suscite des commencements de 
conversion’ in Catherine Fino (ed.), Pédagogie divine. L’action de Dieu dans la 
diversité des familles (Paris: Cerf, 2015), 41-42. 
8 Ibid., 41. 
9 Ibid. 
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DIALOGUE WITH ISLAM: FROM REGENSBURG TO ABU 

DHABI 

Emmanuel Pisani* 

While relations between the Sunni university of al-Azhar and the 
Vatican were suspended twice under Benedict XVI, since his papal 
election, Francis has renewed dialogue with Muslims which had been 
one of his priorities. As a sign of his interest in Islam, acknowledging 
both its richness and its connections with Christianity, he quoted, in 
his first encyclical Laudato si’ a Muslim mystic, Alî al-Khawwas, who 
had demonstrated the relationship between the creator and our inner 
life. With Pope Francis, then, dialogue between the faiths has been 
renewed. It is based on fraternal encounters which both retain and 
recognise the importance of the theological dimension of such a 
dialogue. 

The Regensburg Controversy 

Dominique Schneider1: On September 12th, 2006, a year into his 
pontificate, Pope Benedict XVI sparked controversy over Islam in a 
speech in Regensburg. What is the reason for this controversy? Did he 
want to challenge the idea of interfaith dialogue which had been 
proposed by John Paul II?  
 
Emmanuel Pisani: The speech entitled ‘Faith, Reason and University - 
Memories and Reflections’ did indeed cause, not just controversy, but 
led to violence, including violence in several Muslim countries: there 
were demonstrations, in which churches were burned down, and a nun 
was murdered. This speech then, indicated a break with the Pope’s 
predecessor, who had been so attentive to building interfaith dialogue. 
Two major criticisms were directed at Benedict XVI: on the one hand, 

 
* Emmanuel Pisani, OP, is an Islamologist, a Lecturer and the Director of the 
ISTR, (Institute of Science and Theology of Religions), Theologicum, Catholic 
Institute of Paris. 
1 Dominique Schneider is a PhD student at the ISTR. She works to train in 
interfaith dialogue and on issues of intercultural diversity in education 
(Apprentis d’Auteuil, Madeleine Daniélou Centre). 
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his use of the quotation from the Byzantine Emperor Manuel 
Paleologus on Muhammad and, on the other hand, his particular 
reference to the theologian Ibn Azam. A few months before a trip to 
Turkey where he was to meet with Patriarch Bartholomew I, Benedict 
XVI had chosen to quote the learned Manuel Paleologus and his 
Dialogue with a certain Persian. In reference to Muhammad, it states: 
‘Show me what Muhammad brought again, and you will find only evil 
and inhuman things, such as his mandate to spread by the sword the 
faith he preached.’ Benedict XVI had given the impression of suscribing 
to the idea that violence is inherent to Islam. This impression was 
reinforced by his reference to Ibn Azam whose theological vision is of a 
totally trancendant God, unconfined to any category, reason included, 
and who, according to the Pope, provides a basis for resorting to 
violence in the name of God. While it has been pointed out that this 
particular theology stands alone in the history of Muslim thought, there 
is no denying the theological relationship with the extremist currents 
of contemporary Islam and their anti-philosophical nominalism.2  
   These misunderstandings are real but to read the words of Benedict 
XVI carefully, he was attempting to separate out the underlying 
principles for setting up a dialogue between faiths which should be 
based on agreed criteria. In this he opposed a Logos which affirms a 
connection between God and reason and rejects a notion that man is 
unable to understand God's commandment, compelling him merely to 
obey the very letter of divine order. This actually goes against a theology 
of justifying violence. 
   While Benedict asserts that this theology is to be found in the jihadist 
theory of the Andalusian theologian, he clearly acknowledges that it has 
also been present in Christian theology throughout history and in 
particular in Scotism. However, by creating this theological analogy 
between faith and reason, Benedict XVI was in fact attempting to create 
interfaith dialogue, but on a purely theological basis.  
   The reference to Islam in the speech was actually only marginal: it was 
used to give an illustration of the potentially fatal consequences of 
theologies of a God who is absolutely beyond reason. Therefore, it was 
not a break with the pastoral care found in John Paul II's interfaith 

 
2 Christian Jambet, ‘The Misunderstandings of Regensburg: Islam, Will and 
Intelligence’, Esprit, no 329 (November 2006), 10-20. 
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dialogue but should be seen instead as a contribution to dialogue with 
Muslims. In fact, the Pope often refers to his predecessor.  

The fraternal meetings of Pope Francis 

Dominique Schneider: As a result of this controversy, many Muslim 
scholars have sought to recreate and to forge links with the Holy See. 
There were theologically based meetings in Rome and Jordan in 
particular. The main theme chosen by Muslims was that of the love of 
God, a generous nod to Pope Benedict XVI's first encyclical, Deus 
caritas est. However, the Pope's defence of Eastern Christian minorities 
following an attack on an Alexandria church in 2010 raised new 
tensions, and al-Azhar once again severed relations with the Vatican. 
What was Francis’ reaction to all this? 
 
Emmanuel Pisani: Pope Francis made it known on a number of 
occasions that he wanted to renew relations with al-Azhar. He received 
the Grand Imam in May 2016, then went to Cairo in 2017. He then 
received him again at the Vatican on November 7th 2017 and October 
16th 2018. The two men have begun to forge a real friendship as can be 
seen in the beginnings of the Abu Dhabi Human Fraternity Document 
signed on February 4th 2019. Elsewhere, the Pilgrim Pope continued to 
forge ties: with the King of Morocco on March 30th 2019 and most 
recently in an historic meeting with Ayatollah al-Sistani on March 6th 

2021. With Francis, we have the concept of a dialogue that has no 
bounds when used to build friendships between people. It is in this 
context that he uses the term ‘true Islam’. For him, the truth of a 
religion is its spiritual dimension, its non-violence. What he applies to 
Islam applies to every religion: there will always be theologies and 
practices that try to define and redefine their God, and Islam is not 
alone in this regard.  

A theology of brotherhood 

Dominique Schneider: The background of the Abu Dhabi Document 
is based on brotherhood. It does not refer to Abraham, as is often the 
case in the instances of the Islamic-Christian dialogue, probably under 
the ever-pervasive influence of Louis Massignon, but instead refers to 
the ‘Creator God of all people’. On the Muslim side, it is a sign of a 
widening of classical theological horizons. Does the Document succeed 
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in laying the groundwork for a universal brotherhood that is no longer 
limited only to the sphere of the members of a religion?  
 
Emmanuel Pisani: Indeed, it does, and this is crucial for Francis who 
refers to the spiritual testament of Charles de Foucauld in the last 
paragraph of Fratelli tutti: ‘He expressed his aspiration to feel every 
human being to be a brother or sister, and he asked a friend: “Pray to 
God that I will really be the brother of all souls [...]”’ In the end, he 
wanted to be ‘the universal brother’. 
   In fact, it was only by identifying with all, that he was able to become 
the brother of all. The Abu Dhabi Document is a commitment to this: 
to identifying with the victims of discrimination, racism and violence.  
   This document is a sign of a theological dialogue made possible by 
fraternity3 and is the result of a consensus, originating from true 
brotherly bonds. Each listened to the other, challenged himself and 
broadened his reflection in the light of the words of the other. It is in 
the name of God that both sides are committed to humanity. It is in the 
name of His providence that they recognise there to be a divine wisdom 
in respecting religious diversity within humanity and this is seen to be 
positive for everyone. It is not only a question of having a positive view 
of the various elements of truth and holiness within religions (Nostra 
aetate, 2), but of taking a positive look at diversity itself. On the Islamic 
side, with this Document, we no longer talk about the ‘rights of 
minorities’, as was still the case with the Marrakesh Declaration of 
February 2016, but instead a commitment to ‘total citizenship’, 
citizenship which goes beyond the simpler meaning of brotherhood.  
   We see with Pope Francis that theological dialogue is possible and 
that it is based on interpersonal encounters, encounters between the 
wise, between men of God, and between brothers. 

 

 
3 Emmanuel Pisani, ‘Paper on the Human Fraternity of Abu Dhabi, 4 February 
2019 and the Charter of Mecca 29 May 2019’, Midéo 35 (2020), 325-356. 
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CREATION FROM THE POINT OF PERSPECTIVE OF 

INTEGRAL/INCLUSIVE ECOLOGY 

Brigitte Cholvy* 

The current situation of the crisis 

Sébastien Beffa1: Pope Francis’ encyclical, Laudato si’, six years ago, 
wanted to ‘save our common home’. Today, with a pandemic which is 
causing a global crisis, it seems that it is nature that is attacking man, 
so what is the current relevance of his document? 
 
Brigitte Cholvy: It is true that, compared to the encyclical Laudato si’ 
published in 2015, the current global health crisis seems to both confirm 
its conclusions and, at the same time, call into question the very 
possibility of effective action. Also, this health crisis cannot be 
separated from other crises: economic, social, political, ecclesial and 
ecological. What is required is a global view of the situation, and any  
solutions will need to be systemic, a position that Francis was already 
clearly defending in Laudato si’, especially with the notion of 
‘integral/inclusive ecology’. 
   It may be interesting, here, to recall a recent insight by Pope Francis 
on the concept of ‘crisis’ given on December 21, on the occasion of the 
traditional vows to the Curia.2 While acknowledging the current testing 
times, Francis insists that the crisis is also ‘a time of choice’, which helps 
us to consider ‘what matters and what passes’ and which encourages 
‘reorienting life, towards the Lord and towards others’. He even 
discerned the ‘acting force of the Holy Spirit’. We must though, be 
aware that the Pope is not implying that the current crisis is God’s work, 
but he believes that, in the way in which we adapt our lives, 

 
* Brigitte Cholvy is a lay member. She is a professor of dogmatic and 
fundamental theology, at the Theologicum, Catholic Institute of Paris. 
1 Sébastien Beffa is a member of the laity, a student in the last year of Diploma 
studies in Theology for Lay persons.  
2 Pope Francis, Vows to the Curia 21 December 2020: 
http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/fr/speeches/2020/december/docum
ents/papa-francesco_20201221_curia-romana.htm. 
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acknowledging the crisis, and getting beyond it, it is possible to discern 
the active presence of the Spirit. Francis is therefore not just inviting us 
to a holistic response to the crisis but is also encouraging an act of 
discernment and hope. He proposed to the cardinals to ‘look upwards’, 
to raise their heads, in short, to wake up, and ‘look at the crisis in the 
light of the Gospel’. True, it was the conditions of Christmas 2020 that 
led him to such words, but it was already this attitude – facing a crisis 
with determination and effectiveness but without fear- that he wanted 
to arouse with the encyclical Laudato si’. 

The ecological emergency: a ‘transformation’ of our way of 
life 

Sébastien Beffa: It has been my experience that, in a way, Laudato si’ 
has made me proud to be Catholic, proud to be able to assume Christian 
political thought in a secularised world. Why do you think this has had 
such impact beyond the Catholic world? 
 
Brigitte Cholvy: The consideration, clearly expressed, of the ecological 
urgency marked a new stage in the discourse of the Catholic Church 
and in the lives of many Catholics and in their commitment to the 
world. This text has received a very wide audience beyond Catholics 
alone: in religious circles (not just Orthodoxy, but also Islam and 
Judaism), in scientific circles, in political circles (it was published 
shortly before COP 21 in Paris) and with the general public.3  
   One should remember here that Pope Francis’ predecessors, John 
Paul II and Benedict XVI, had already written extensively on ecological 
matters, but Laudato si’ took their thoughts a step further due to a 
variety of factors. First of all, the consideration of the urgency of the 
situation led the Pope to integrate scientific data in a more thorough 
way. This changed the relevance of a magisterial statement for many 
scientists: for them, this text now had to be taken seriously. Also, the 
radical questioning of what Francis refers to as the ‘technocratic 
paradigm’4 has led him to take a very clear position regarding our 

 
3 For more analysis, see Frédéric MOUNIER, Le Pape qui voulait changer l’Église 
(Presses du Châtelet, 2021). 
4 LS, nos 16, 53, 101, 106-114, 122, 189, 203, 215. As early as LS, 16, Francis pointed 
out that ‘criticism of the technocratic new paradigm’ implies criticism of ‘forms 
of power that derive from technology (and is) the invitation to seek other ways 
of understanding economics and progress’. 
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economic lifestyles, without hinting at any hidden agendas. He also 
wishes to promote a culture of dialogue and a respect for diversity, in 
particular the diversity of worldwide cultures. 
   Finally, Francis makes, as was already the case in Evangelii gaudium 
(2013), an urgent call for the conversion of all and at all levels: every one 
of us is concerned, not only personally, but also through various 
structures and institutions to which everyone belongs. This call to 
conversion is much more than an internal matter because it is a change 
that concerns all forms of life. This change is profound, and the Pope 
goes so far as to state that we must be ‘regenerated’ (see: LS, 202), 
almost as if we should be reborn. This is a cultural, educational and 
spiritual challenge that will be a lengthy process, and therefore must be 
begun immediately. 
   The urgent, critical, radical and existential nature of his words affects 
many people. One could consider them as both a realistic statement of 
fact, but equally a futuristic one, which opens up a possible future view, 
perhaps even a glimpse of salvation. Here again, one must understand 
where Francis stands: this is not a salvation that would result from 
human strengths or resources, nor is it a salvation that would ‘fall from 
the sky’ and therefore have nothing to do with the life choices we make. 

‘Integral/inclusive ecology’: everything is connected  

Sébastien Beffa: In Laudato si’, the Pope uses the adjective 
‘integral/inclusive’ on several occasions; he describes development, 
training, conversion, and of course he speaks of ‘integral ecology’. 
Basically, what is integral ecology? 
 
Brigitte Cholvy: Francis did not invent this expression but, in fact, he 
does use it extensively. Two aspects of Laudato si’ can help to better 
understand his point of view. First, there is a phrase that is often 
quoted, namely ‘everything is connected’. In this, Francis describes four 
relationships: the relationship with oneself; the relationship with 
others; the relationship with the earth and, finally, the relationship with 
God (see: LS, 70). These are the relationships that uphold life and 
which, while remaining different, cannot be separated. They are a 
complete system; they exist together, in good times and bad, and so, for 
example, when the relationship with the earth goes wrong, then the 
other three relationships are equally badly affected. Therefore, his 
vision of ‘integral ecology’ is completely holistic. 
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   There is a second aspect then, that deepens the understanding and 
interpretation of the phrase ‘everything is connected’. It is the matter 
of seeing this systemic vision from the point of view of suffering. For 
Francis, it is essential to listen to, whilst distinguishing, ‘the cry of the 
earth and the cry of the poor’ (LS, 49). He is demonstrating the close 
link between the cry of the earth, the ecological crisis, and the cry of 
the poor, the political crisis of justice. These two foci therefore further 
explain the nature of ‘integral’ ecology. Thinking about this link is 
essential for both reflection and for action, because social, political, and 
ecological crises, together with aspects of public health, can be shown 
to be linked together. Hence ‘everything is connected’. 
   This second aspect can lead us to another point: the link between land 
and the poor, which should be understood separately from the cry, and 
therefore the suffering, of the poor. Laudato si’ 49, which concludes 
with the conviction that it is no longer possible to separate ecological 
and social approaches, starts from the political diagnosis that decision-
makers ‘do not have a clear awareness of the problems that particularly 
affect the excluded who are the majority of the planet, thousands of 
millions of people (... so that) their problems arise as an adjunct, 
(sometimes) they are considered pure collateral damage, (... and that) at 
the time of concrete action, they are frequently relegated to last place’. 
This description is further emphasised when Francis asserts that ‘sister-
earth’s moans join the groaning of the world’s abandoned, in a clamor 
demanding us to take another direction’ (LS, 53). Thus, the Pope is 
making the idea of ‘integral/inclusive ecology’ his own, even if it has 
been previously used by others. The difference here is that this is a 
holistic vision which helps us to understand the combined reality of all 
suffering and thus commit to change it. 

The assertion/evidence of the trinitarian structure of 
Creation as a fundamental determination 

Sébastien Beffa: As one of the quotations you just mentioned reminds 
us, Francis speaks of the earth as a sister and of other creatures as 
brothers. Some may fear that there is ‘paganism’ in these perspectives 
or that man is not distinguishable from the rest of other living beings, 
although he was created in the image of God. What do you think? 
 
Brigitte Cholvy: This idea is not new since, in actual fact, Pope Francis 
is quoting St Francis of Assisi when he uses these terms. I imagine you 
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are referring to events on the sidelines of the synod on the Amazon in 
October 2019 to which my response would be: ‘Is this accusation really 
relevant?’ I would also suggest that you look at the actual text of 
Laudato si’.  
   Here I would like to explain why there are at least three reasons why 
this way of speaking and thinking is fundamentally Christian. 
   Firstly, the Pope expresses in a very precise and, in my opinion, very 
powerful way the aim of all his reflection. This goal is quite unique and 
describes all creatures as being led back to their Creator.5 The goal is 
God Himself, and therefore the goal is completely theologically sound. 
This paragraph also confirms the unique role of the human being, for it 
is he, and he alone, who, ‘gifted with intelligence and love’, has the task 
of bringing all creatures back to their Creator. As such, humans are 
indeed, ‘created in the image of God’, with a mission and vocation of 
walking ‘alongside’ all creatures in order that they should all be joined 
together once again with the Creator. 
   We know that the true path, the only way, is the risen Christ. Indeed, 
it is only by being ‘drawn by the fullness of Christ’ that it is possible for 
human beings to ‘bring all creatures back to their Creator’. For this to 
happen, Francis says that everyone should change the way they see 
things and look at reality according to the ‘eyes of Jesus’ which is also 
‘the luminous presence of the Risen One’ (see: LS, 96-100). Only this 
makes it possible to discover that the Creator God is the Father of all 
and everything, and to see the whole of Creation (matter, earth, work, 
natural realities, etc.) as being in harmony. I would like to expand this 
further: this task for Christians, to ‘look through the eyes of Jesus’ is 
further defined by the Pope when he says that human beings are 
‘capable of it through the mystery of Christ’ (LS, 99) He has therefore 
given us a definite vision, even a celebration of our abilities. 
Consequently, his frequent references to sin, or even the devil, however 

 
5 The essence of Laudato si' 83 is to be remembered: the ultimate destiny of the 
universe is in the fullness of God which has already been attained by the risen 
Christ (….). The ultimate purpose of other creatures is not found in us. Rather 
all creatures are moving forward with us and through us towards a common 
point of arrival, which is God, in that transcendent fullness where the risen 
Christ embraces and illumines all things. Human beings, endowed with 
intelligence and love are drawn by the fullness of Christ, are called to lead all 
creatures back to their Creator. 
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relevant they may appear, should not overshadow this fully Catholic 
perspective of the fundamental abilities of human beings. 
   Finally, at the conclusion of Laudato si', and as the culmination of his 
words, Francis gives the basis of all his reflection: the world, constantly 
created by God according to the individual actions of each member of 
the Trinity, is of itself, a trinitarian structure. In this he is referring to 
the words of Saint Bonaventure. The task of humans, which the Pope 
points out is a ‘challenge’, is to ‘try to read reality with this trinitarian 
key’ (LS, 240) and to discern, to see and discover, the Creation of God 
as a trinitarian structure, maintaining the principles of relationship and 
gift. This is a significant step. The argument is no longer that of respect 
for nature, an argument that has long prevailed in the Catholic church 
and which remains valid. It is no longer the nature of the natural world, 
even when viewed from a metaphysical point of view, that is the 
fundamental reason for action. The argument is strictly theological, 
that is, it is the very understanding of who God is, as revealed by Christ 
and manifested in Creation, which must dominate reflection and 
decision making. It is also more than the classic theme of the ‘traces of 
the Trinity’. A threshold is crossed here: for Francis, it is the inclusion 
of the trinitarian dynamic, and it alone, which underlies the decisions 
and the actions made in order to ‘safeguard and inhabit the common 
home’. This then justifies the radical and very real acts of change or of 
conversion of our way of life, to which he invites each one of us. 
   From the perspective of integral/inclusive ecology then, Creation, 
should no longer be confused with nature, but is to be discerned in the 
Spirit as a place of revelation of the one true God, Father of Jesus Christ, 
and thus a completion of the trinitarian structure of creation.  
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BOOK REVIEWS 

Martin Lohrmann, Stories from Global Lutheranism - a Historical 
Timeline (Fortress Press, 2021), pp. xi + 267. 

The title of this book may give the initially misleading impression that 
it is purely anecdotal, albeit ‘improving’ in the Victorian sense. It is, 
however, the work of a Lutheran pastor and seminary professor, well-
versed in his tradition, and able to explain it clearly in terms that do not 
demand too much prior specialist knowledge.  
   It is a book which will give a useful introduction to the study of a 
major Christian tradition, one that is relatively little known in Britain, 
where the number of Lutherans is small and their parishes few. The 
nearest communities to my native city of Bristol are in Cardiff, over 
forty miles away, and Oxford, about sixty. There are, of course, also 
embassy chaplains and churches for particular national Lutheran 
communities in London. Over the last twenty-five years, Lutherans 
have become somewhat better known in Britain through developing 
links with Churches Together in England and the setting up of the 
Anglican-Lutheran Society, both initiatives in which Rev. Tom Bruch, 
an American Lutheran pastor resident in England, has played a key role. 
   Lohrmann begins his book with an introduction, entitled ‘Living 
Stones and Faith Rocks’, making it clear that, for Luther and his 
disciples, the rock upon which Christ said His Church would be built 
was Peter’s confession of faith in Himself, Jesus, rather than on any 
institution or church structure as such. At stake is faith in Christ and 
his power rather than in any merit, or holiness, of our own.  
   Lohrmann then follows this with five chapters, each dealing with one 
of the five complete centuries since the alleged nailing of the ninety five 
theses to the door of Wittenburg Church in 1517. He concludes with a 
brief and optimistic look at what the sixth Lutheran century may bring. 
He is confident that ‘the future of a healthy Lutheranism will include a 
loving embrace of global contexts and cultures, co-operation with 
secular and religious partners for the well being of people and creation, 
and a conviction that the gospel of Jesus Christ transforms people for 
love and service’. It may seem to the non-Lutheran reader that these 
aims are now universally accepted amongst the ecumenically 
committed Christian churches at large, including the very church with 
which Luther was once so passionately in conflict. Much of the 
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convergence is due to the Ecumenical Movement of the past century, 
in which Lutherans have, indeed, played a key role, a role perhaps 
rather underplayed in Lohrmann’s fifth chapter, where he has been 
understandably keen to stress the growth of Lutheranism in the global 
south. 
   Lohrmann’s first chapter describes the beginning of the movement 
that Luther initiated for reform in the existing medieval Church. He 
explains the roles of Luther and Melanchthon, his key aid. He perhaps 
underplays Melanchthon’s attempts at a mediating role with Rome 
(surprisingly, there is no mention of the attempted reconciliation of the 
Colloquy of Ratisbon in 1541) and the rival Swiss reformers. Lohrmann 
deals deftly with the complex political tensions that played such a role 
in ensuring that Lutheranism was able to gain the support of some key 
German princes and an established place in their dominions. He 
outlines the key importance of the Augsburg Confession of 1530, the 
later accord of 1555, which brought peace until 1620, and the spread of 
Lutheranism amongst many German settlements beyond the Holy 
Roman Empire, in eastern Europe. Lohrmann also emphasises the 
flexibility of Lutheranism, where church order and liturgy were 
concerned. Different systems could exist provided there was agreement 
on the basic truth of justification by faith,  and on the statements of the 
historic creeds of the early Church and the two sacraments of baptism 
and eucharist, Luther and Melanchthon alike maintaining that they 
were doing nothing new, simply affirming the universal faith of the 
early Church whilst allowing for local customs and traditions to flourish 
in variety, provided the preaching of the Word and the two gospel 
sacraments were maintained. Lohrmann also shows how Lutheranism 
spread, relatively very peacefully, to Scandinavia. 
   One of the admirable features of this book is that it admits the ‘warts 
and all’ side of Luther. There is no attempt to conceal Luther’s anti-
semitism, let alone justify it. It is seen as a ‘perversion of his own 
teachings about radical grace and divine love’. Similarly, there is no 
attempt to deny other forms of racism that have sometimes disfigured 
‘white’ Lutheranism, including both settlers in colonies and 
missionaries. A key Lutheran belief has always been that all people, 
including devout Lutherans and other Christians, always remain liable 
to sin; we are all ‘simul Justus et peccator’, both forgiven, yet liable still 
to sin. 
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   Lohrmann also usefully disabuses us of any misunderstanding of 
Luther’s often cited reference to the epistle of James as a ‘strawy epistle’. 
This was not to reject it entirely or devalue its ethical teaching, which 
Luther, elsewhere, underlined. It was simply to stress that it did not 
contribute much to the key stress on justification by grace through 
faith. 
   Considerable emphasis is placed on the development of hymnology 
within Lutheranism, a key factor in its expansion and appeal to popular 
piety. Whilst Catholics only used office hymns, and other Protestants 
were confined to metrical psalms, the Lutherans were free to express 
their devotion to Christ in a growing hymnology. It is, one might add, 
no accident that when the Wesleys discovered the power of hymnody 
in the English Methodist Revival, they also translated many of the 
German Lutheran hymns, particularly those of the pietists.   
   Lohrmann’s second century, 1617-1717, embraces many developments, 
including the first signs of Lutheran globalisation as Swedish Lutherans 
set up a small colony in North America and even began a tentative 
mission to the indigenous population, involving a translation of 
Luther’s catechism into Algonquian in 1696. There were tensions 
between Lutheran Orthodoxy, (the austere product of theologians 
working in the wake of the works of Luther and Melanchthon and their 
subsequent reception in the Book of Concord and by later scholars) and 
emerging pietism, under the influence, in particular, of Philipp Spener 
and his work, Pia Desideria. The latter was bound to appeal to many 
who wanted a religion that both expressed devotion to God and 
practical Christian service - its appeal was similar to that of early 
Methodism in England in the next century, though that is not a point 
that Lohrmann makes. The emphasis on small group meetings for Bible 
study was perhaps bound to be seen as disruptive to traditional church 
life, but the ‘conventicles’, as they were called, had an enduring appeal 
and, later were to spread to the Nordic countries, where, sometimes, 
they separated from the parent Lutheran churches. 
   Lohrmann, in this chapter, also introduces the reader to a particularly 
significant character for the future development of Lutheran 
relationships with other communions, Johannes Gerhard, who, in the 
midst of the disruptive Thirty Years’ War, managed to act as a sort of 
proto, pre-ecumenist, pointing to the shared roots of both Catholic and 
Lutheran theology and arguing that ‘there is much that is Christian and 
good under the papacy; indeed everything that is Christian and good is 
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found there and has come to us from that source’. Unsurprisingly, at 
such a time of conflict, Gerhard’s irenic approach did not result in 
further dialogue but in the resumption, at the Peace of Westphalia, of 
the existing divisions in Germany. 
   The period 1717-1817 saw three key developments: the first permanent 
settlements by Lutherans in North America, the continuation of the 
Great Lutheran musical tradition, culminating in the work of Bach, who 
both studied and taught Lutheran Orthodoxy alongside all his musical 
achievements, and the beginnings of Enlightenment thought as an 
influence on Lutherans.  
   It is one of the key glories of Lutheranism, in my opinion, that it 
preserved so much in Baroque style and musical tradition that was 
repudiated and discontinued by other Protestants, including the 
Church of England up until the nineteenth century. 
   Lohrmann carefully charts the arrival of Lutheran refugees from 
Salzburg in Georgia in 1734. They, and other, later Lutheran 
immigrants, faced the problem of developing church life in a new 
context where there were no longer official church orders, sanctioned 
by state authority. Lutherans had to learn how to live in a religiously 
diverse culture and how to continue to live out those traditions that 
they had inherited in a strange land. Pastor Peter Muhlenberg took the 
initiative in establishing a ministerium that could keep ministers and 
congregations more widely accountable and, in particular, could 
examine and approve those who believed they had a call to ministry, 
this being in line with Article 14 of the Augsburg Confession which laid 
down that no one should teach or administer the sacraments ‘unless 
properly called’. 
   Finally, the arrival of the Enlightenment, particularly through the 
influence of Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher, began the 
liberalisation of Lutheran theology through a deeper appreciation of the 
forces of changing philosophies and historical scholarship on the 
development of all forms of religion. This was, of course, more generally 
across the Christian world, to introduce divergence between those who 
continued to take a pre-critical and eventually fundamentalistic 
approach to biblical and religious truth, and those who could cope with 
a more liberal reinterpretation of the varying traditions. In 
Lutheranism, it was to lead, ultimately, to the divergence between the 
Lutheran World Federation churches and the International Lutheran 
Council churches, which continued to affirm the inerrancy of Scripture 
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and endorse, within that context, the particular traditions of the early 
Lutheran fathers. It would have been interesting to learn about how the 
ILC churches are able to defend their stress on the co-ordinate 
authority of the Lutheran sources they acknowledge alongside their 
stress on the infallibility and inerrancy of the Scriptures when they are 
questioned by other conservative evangelical scriptural literalists, 
formed in rival traditions. 
   The fourth Lutheran century records many developments that can be 
paralleled in other Christian confessions. There was a huge expansion 
of missionary work, some of it in countries not under European colonial 
government, such as Ethiopia (today one of the largest Lutheran 
churches) and Madagascar, where missions predated French colonial 
rule.  The development of the Industrial Revolution in Germany 
prompted the creation of the first Lutheran deaconess community, 
imitated later in Lutheran Scandinavia and also in Britain in the 
formation of the Wesley Deaconess Order in Methodism and an 
Anglican deaconess order. A key Prussian development was the union 
of the Reformed and Lutheran communities in Prussia under the 
influence of King Friedrich-William III, which provoked mixed 
reactions. Some accepted it; others felt inclined to resist and re-
emphasised the particularities of their own Lutheran and Reformed 
traditions. The ultimate outcome, in the following century was the 
EKD, the Evangelical Church of Germany, with its federal structure and 
its various participating landeskirche, some Lutheran, some Reformed, 
some United. Some Lutherans, in reaction, departed for America and 
formed the basis for the Missouri Synod Church.  
   Important developments took place in worship. Lohrmann relates 
how pietistic influence led to services that centred on bible readings 
and moralistic sermons rather than the eucharist, to the extent that 
weekly communions became rare. In reaction to this, some revisited the 
sources of early Lutheran worship and, indeed, of worship pre-
Reformation, both Catholic and Orthodox. Lohrmann, interestingly, 
relates how both high church Anglicans and evangelicals, in Victorian 
times, tried to use the authority of Luther to justify their particular 
liturgical views.  
   The fifth Lutheran century was to see an increasingly important stress 
on liturgical reform as both Scandinavian and US Lutheranism, in 
particular, produced great liturgical scholars. It was also a century in 
which global influences and vastly improved means of communication 
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produced comparable changes across a raft of communions: first, the 
main Protestant communions, then, after Vatican II, the Roman 
Catholic Church. Key developments in Lutheranism included the 
increasing acceptance of women’s ordained ministry, Denmark being 
in the forefront in 1948, later followed by most other national churches. 
There was increasing concern to practice holistic mission in third world 
countries, accompanied, particularly from the 1960’s, by the creation of 
independent autonomous churches, no longer under missionary 
authority but self-governing. This often followed political 
independence from colonial powers; thus Tanganyika received political 
independence in 1961, followed by the Lutheran Church of Tanzania in 
1963, now one of the largest Lutheran churches in the world). Increasing 
stress was placed on the necessary unity of justification and justice, as 
links were made, in Latin America and elsewhere, with developing 
liberation theology. Linked to this, also, was the decision to make the 
condemnation of racism and apartheid a matter of ‘status confessionis’ 
and even to suspend two churches, that were reluctant to change, from 
LWF membership. 
   The creation of the Lutheran World Fellowship in 1947 followed from 
the recognition of the need for Lutherans world-wide to develop a 
common response to the Ecumenical Movement and the other 
concerns of a divided world. The LWF responded to the ecumenical 
development of the ecclesiology of communion by constituting itself 
precisely as a communion, the decision buttressed by the publication 
of a remarkable series of studies, The Church as Communion, issued in 
1997. 
   I said at the beginning of this review that I felt Pastor Lohrmann had 
rather under-emphasised the contribution of Lutherans to the 
Ecumenical Movement. He gives due prominence to the formative role 
of Archbishop Soderblom in the 1920’s and to recent accords and co-
operation with Roman Catholics - particularly the achievement of the 
Joint Declaration on Justification of 1999 and the remarkable 2016 
service, involving Pope Francis (who has a great regard and affection 
for Lutherans) and the current archbishop of Uppsala. He could also 
stress that the Joint Declaration has given a lead to three others to 
accept it, first Methodists, then, in 2018, Anglicans and Reformed. 
Further, he could emphasise the importance laid down by the 1977 
Assembly of the LWF on unity in diversity, which harvested, to use 
Cardinal Kasper’s phrase, fruit from the Augsburg Confession’s 
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statement of 1530 that, provided Word and Sacrament were duly 
celebrated, particular customs in worship and fellowship could duly 
vary within a broader unity. 
   Particularly important, also, has been the sheer profundity and 
thoroughness of the Lutheran contribution to dialogue at both national 
and international level, particularly with Catholics. Pastor Lohrmann 
could also, with justifiable pride, cite the real achievement of his own 
particular church. The ELCA, in making six finely honed full 
agreements with churches of four other Christian communions. He 
could also mention the formation of the Porvoo Communion in 
northern Europe, involving British and Irish Anglicans and most 
Scandinavian and Baltic Lutherans. 
   Lohrmann concludes by expressing the hope for the sixth century of 
global Lutheranism, now underway, that I cited at the beginning of this 
review. Such a hope should inspire the whole oikoumene. 

David Carter. 
 

Elizabeth A. Welch, The Holy Spirit and Worship. Transformation 
and Truth in the Theologies of John Owen and John Zizioulas 
(Wipf and Stock, 2021). ISBN 978-1-7252-6111-2. 

This book is highly significant, for the development of pneumatology, 
the furtherance of the Ecumenical Movement and for serious dialogue 
within it. The author, Elizabeth Welch, is a minister in the (British) 
United Reformed Church, where she has been both a provincial 
moderator and her Church’s representative to the World Council of 
Churches. More recently, she has become Chair of the Society for 
Ecumenical Studies and has also been a co-moderator of the second 
international dialogue between the World Council of Reformed 
Churches and the Anglican Communion, a dialogue that issued in 
November 2020 a report entitled ‘Koinonia, God’s Gift to His Church’, a 
report of particular significance for the entire koinonia of the Christian 
Church, with implications for the manner and spirit in which all 
dialogue, both within and between communions, should be addressed. 
   Dr Welch is thus well qualified to produce a book such as this, 
arguably one of the most significant on pneumatology since the late 
Bishop John V. Taylor’s The Go-Between God of 1972, re-published in 
2014. Taylor was particularly concerned to stress the vital importance 
of the Spirit as the indispensable empowerer and enabler of the 
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missionary enterprise of the Universal Church. Welch’s concern is to 
stress the equally indispensable role of the Spirit in worship and the 
resultant understanding of God and his purposes for humanity that 
come both to the individual Christian and the worshipping gathering 
of the people of God.  
   One of the great gains of the Ecumenical Movement has been to make 
even those whose traditions might at first sight appear most divergent, 
recognise that they have far more in common than is necessarily 
immediately perceived through their very different styles of worship. 
More importantly, both sides can receive from each other emphases 
and insights that are complementary and mutually enriching. It is just 
that which is Welch’s aim in this book for both the Orthodox and her 
own Reformed community. She also suggests that other bilateral 
dialogues on the role of the Spirit could be very fruitful. 
   There has been international dialogue between Orthodox and 
Reformed since 1986 and indeed, also between Oriental Orthodox and 
Reformed since 1992. To what extent the formal dialogues have been 
received remains a point of uncertainty, but it is to be hoped that 
Welch’s study may reach a somewhat wider audience in both traditions 
and, indeed well beyond them. She writes clearly, enabling the reader 
to see where she is going at each stage. As far as I know, only Roman 
Catholics, the Anglican Communion and the Reformed have had 
dialogues with both Orthodox communions. The liturgical life of the 
Oriental Orthodox deserves to be much better appreciated. 
   Welch begins her book by noting the rising importance and influence 
of Pentecostalism and its stress on worship as transformative in the 
power of the Spirit. She also mentions other reasons for an increased 
interest in pneumatology in both the context of a parallel increasing 
stress on trinitarian theology and a desire to understand the particular 
role of the Holy Spirit within the Trinity. Much has happened here since 
the 1982 publication by the former British Council of Churches report 
on The (then?) Forgotten Trinity. It is worth remembering the 
observation at that time of the late Robert Murray SJ that most western 
Christians were effectively binitarians.  
   Dr Welch notes that, despite these developments and a concurrent 
increase in studies of liturgy and worship, there is still relatively little 
published that deals specifically with the role of the Spirit in worship 
and its consequences, both for the sanctification of individuals and the 
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holiness of congregations within the Church Universal. She is, above 
all, concerned to explore a possibility that she cites in her Conclusion: 

Seeing the Holy Spirit in worship as the one who draws us into the 
encounter with the Trinity opens up the possibility of a renewed 
ecumenical appreciation of the variety of possibilities of ways of 
worship, offered to the one divine source. 

To work through to this, she summons to her aid two seriously 
magisterial theologians of the work of the Spirit within worship of the 
Church. From her own, Reformed, tradition, she selects John Owen, 
leading Puritan theologian of the Cromwellian/Restoration period, 
whose theology increasingly dwelt upon the work of the Spirit in 
prevenient grace, drawing people towards Christ and, through worship, 
involving them in the trinitarian life of God. In a particularly good 
chapter in this book, Dr Welch ‘sees the relationship into which the 
Holy Spirit draws a person, as a relationship which leads to the 
knowledge of God and the truth about creation and the human person. 
The Holy Spirit guides people into truth, truth which is embodied in 
worship, truth which embraces both heart and mind.’ This sort of truth 
is thus seen as having a relational dimension in contrast to both purely 
propositional truth or truth according to the whims of the individual 
concerned. Welch quotes Owen on the gracious work of the Spirit. 
   ‘This anointing with the Holy Ghost is the communication of him 
unto us with respect to that gracious work of his in the spiritual, saving 
illumination of our minds, teaching us to know the truth, and to adhere 
firmly unto it in love and obedience. The Holy Spirit both comforts and 
refreshes the human spirit.’ 
   ‘He comes upon the dry parched, barren ground of the hearts of men, 
with his refreshing, fructifying virtue and blessing, causing to spring 
and bring forth fruits in holiness and righteousness to God (Heb. 6:7).’ 
   From the partner, Orthodox, tradition, she introduces John Zizioulas, 
arguably, contemporary Orthodoxy’s most eminent and influential 
theologian. Despite their very different contexts in time and particular 
communion, Owen and Zizioulas show many convergences in thinking 
about the Spirit’s role in worship. Both are ardent trinitarians, Owen 
having strongly opposed Socinianism, Zizioulas having learnt from the 
Cappadocian fathers struggling with Arians. Both cite scripture and the 
early fathers of the Church, Owen giving them rather more attention 
than was usual with other Puritans because he saw them as adding 
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weight to the testimony of Scripture through their deep reflection on it 
in their own lives.  
   For Owen, the prime emphasis was on the role of the Spirit working 
through the congregation’s reception of the word as read and preached 
in worship. Welch also points to what she calls ‘synchronicity’, the 
meeting of the human mind with the Holy Spirit, awakened and 
prepared to receive the Spirit’s guidance into the truth. For Owen, the 
human mind and heart, both have a role to play in both the search for 
divine truth and in its fruitful reception by Christians. However, in 
traditional Reformed style, Owen insists on the primacy of divine 
initiative and grace. At the same time, for him, the Spirit respects the 
faculties that He breathed into Adam at the creation and He works with 
the regenerated human spirit. 
   For Zizioulas, the key point of reception of truth is in the eucharist 
while for Owen it is primarily the reading and preaching of the Word 
though which the Spirit works. In the view of Zizioulas, through the 
eucharist, ‘in which all dimensions of communion are to be found. God 
communicates himself to us, we enter into communion with him ... 
creation as a whole enters through man into communion with God’.  
   Zizioulas insists that, without the coming of the Spirit, we cannot 
have Christ. The Spirit’s action constitutes the Church. In it, ‘Christ is 
not just an individual but the many’. It is central to his thinking that it 
is only when the Spirit comes that Christians are established in their 
true nature as persons, persons in the one Christ, receiving their true 
personhood in and from Christ. From being individuals, separated from 
others and primarily concerned with themselves, they become persons, 
related in and through the Spirit and Christ to the Trinity and all other 
Christians.  
   The Spirit, invoked in the eucharist, creates an act of communion. It 
is this act of communion that holds out the promise of the final 
fulfilment, of the desire of the Blessed Trinity that into their eternal 
communion should eventually be drawn all those created in their 
image, the potential of that creation being fulfilled in the likeness of 
those attaining to ‘maturity, the measure of the full stature of Christ’ 
(Eph. 4:13). Or, as Charles Wesley puts it, ‘the spirit of finished holiness’.  
   Zizioulas points to the fact that ‘the Church is constituted in and 
through eschatology and communion’. A point, one may add, that is 
stressed by St Maximus the Confessor when he speaks of the eucharist 
as ‘the memorial of the things to come’. It is in this eucharist that the 
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people of God are transported both backwards and forwards; back to 
the Great Plan of God to ‘unite all things in Christ’ (Eph. 1:10) and its 
subsequent pivotal point in the events of the paschal mystery, followed 
by Pentecost, and forwards to the consummation of the New Creation 
in Christ’s finally handing the kingdom over to the Father (1 Cor. 15:28). 
Insight into this coming glorious mystery has been part of the Church’s 
prayer since the time of the author of the Didache, recording the prayer, 
‘Let grace come and the present world pass away’. In the eucharist, we 
are ‘drawn from the future to the future.’ We receive the vision of the 
new Creation. 
   In every celebration of the eucharist, the Spirit constitutes the 
Church; all its members become a single Body, each ministering to each 
other in the name and grace of Christ, each growing deeper into ‘the 
spirit of finished holiness’, the renewal of true human personhood in 
the image of God. 
   Welch is quite right to insist that, in the present ecumenical context, 
we should seek to recognise the multiplicity of forms through which 
worship can be offered to the triune God in the accompanying power 
and inspiration of the Spirit. At the same time, however, I would stress, 
that a degree of receptive ecumenism should occur as we are challenged 
to learn from the strengths of others. However, we should also 
recognise the sovereign freedom of the Spirit to inspire new forms of 
worship and discipleship in praise of the triune God and His mission.  
   I would further add, as does Zizioulas, that the pneumatic-
charismatic elements of the Church always need to be held in tension 
with the necessary structural elements. We must remember, as Pope 
John Paul affirmed in his millennial statements, that preparing for the 
full unity of the Church means ‘knowing how to recognise the action of 
the Holy Spirit who is at work in our brethren, discovering new 
dimensions of holiness and opening ourselves to fresh aspects of 
Christian commitment’.1  
   This is a great book; moreover, not just a work of fine scholarship but 
one which can draw us to prayer as we reflect on the wisdom and insight 
of the author and the two theologians with whom she dialogues. 

David Carter. 

 
1 CTS summary, The Wisdom of John Paul II, (2001), 103, 105. 




