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EDITORIAL
Our first five contributions spring from a discussion that took place in
January of this year. Its convener, Thomas O’Loughlin, writes as follows:
In November 2015, Pope Francis, while visiting Rome’s Lutheran Church
was asked by Anke de Bernardis, a Lutheran married to a Catholic, about
intercommunion. The pope replied, somewhat surprisingly, that the
question was one for investigation by theologians. However, for nearly
twenty years, since the publication of One Bread One Body (1998), this has
been a topic that most Catholic theologians—at least in the Englishspeaking world—have avoided as if that document was somehow
definitive. Since the question has never ceased to be an existential
question among the baptized, the pope’s statement can be taken as a call
that it should be re-examined and debated anew. With this end of a fresh
discussion in view, I gathered, at very short notice, a group of speakers on
27 January 2016 to look at intercommunion between the Catholic and the
Reformed Churches from a series of viewpoints. The papers from that day
appear below, they make no claim to completeness, but they may draw
attention to the more extensive investigation that Pope Francis wishes to
provoke. We contributors hope they are a curtain raiser to a new
ecumenical adventure so that we all, as sharers in one baptism, might
1
share in one loaf and one cup.

Francis’ response to Anke de Bernadis is reproduced in full as an
appendix to Ruth Reardon's interchurch family reflection on Amoris
laetitia: for the scandal of dis-communion affects any interchurch family,
be it matrimonial or e.g. Franciscan, as Patricia Rumsey powerfully
illustrates.
th

This page's header indicates the 50 year of publication of One in Christ.
A celebratory conference entitled ‘Parables of Communion: Journeying
Together’ is to be held at Rostrevor Monastery in October. This follows a
Day of Reflection on ‘What does Unity mean in a world that’s falling
apart?’ that took place in June at Turvey Monastery. Presentations from
both events will feature in our next issue.

1

Gabriel Daly's paper, ‘How can this Man give us his Flesh to eat?’ published in
One in Christ, 47/2 (2013): 181-92, would also contribute to this discussion. (Ed.)
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‘THOUGH MANY, WE ARE ONE BREAD, ONE BODY;
FOR WE ALL PARTAKE OF THE ONE BREAD AND
CHALICE.’ WHO ARE YOU KIDDING?

ONE

Patricia Rumsey OSC*
Inter-church families know only too well the difficulties that arise in
relation to the Eucharist. However, the followers of a particular way of
Christian holiness, in this case various groups, some Anglican and some
Catholic, of the Franciscan family, can experience this problem in
particularly painful ways. This paper describes one such experience of
the Eucharist causing pain within a family, explores that pain, and
draws some theological points from reflection on the experience.
What follows is intended neither as a canonical examination of the
problem from one church’s point of view nor an examination of some
aspect of the theology of the Eucharist; rather it is a meditation on
where we are as Christians in regard to the ambiguity that ‘the
sacrament of unity’ is often the greatest source of disunity in the life
and practice of Christians.
The locus typicus for interdenominational strife and dissension is
Sunday morning in a household where one partner is Catholic and one
belongs to another Christian denomination, and the teenage children
don’t want to go to church anyway and are using their parents’
disagreements as an added reason for not going to either liturgy. ‘If
you can’t agree which one of you is right and which church you are
going to, it doesn’t say much for what it does for you …’ Light years
away from the celebration of the Eucharist in an enclosed, monastic,
contemplative community where I live, and where, you might think,
all is sweetness and light and these kinds of issue never have cause to
raise their ugly heads. Let me share with you our own experience in
this liturgical, canonical, sacramental minefield.
*

Patricia Rumsey (Sr Francisca) is a member of the Poor Clare community in
Arkley, north London. She lectures in Christian Liturgy at Sarum College. Her
latest book is The Religious Experience of Monastic Women, and she is one of
the editors of Anaphora.
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Every year for the past eighteen years we have hosted the Franciscan
formation course—a week long meeting set up originally for Poor
Clare novices and those responsible for their formation. We also
invited the Friars minor (‘the Franciscans’), and the Capuchin novices
and it proved so successful that in a very short time the Anglican
Franciscan Friars—the Society of St Francis—heard about it and were
asking to participate. We were delighted at such a response and told
them that they were most welcome. From then on the SSF were the
most enthusiastic participants in the conference. We shared lectures,
we shared study sessions, we shared group discussions and came to
have the deepest respect for their integrity, we shared meals, we
shared the washing up, we shared fun and laughter, we shared our life
stories and frequently we shared tears as we listened to the faith
journeys, especially those of our Anglican brothers, who seem so
much more at ease with baring their souls than we are. We shared the
Divine Office and felt privileged to have these brothers—and by this
time, also Anglican sisters—with us in the Choir (and their singing is
so much better than ours). We shared our Franciscan ideals, and came
to see that these brothers and sisters of ours were true and shining
examples of Franciscan living—taking their calling to follow Francis
(1181/2-1226) just as seriously as we do, in fact, very often their
sincerity and their generosity put us to shame. Just to give one
example: when they enter the Order as postulants they are allowed to
bring with them only what they can carry in a rucksack on their backs,
while Poor Clare postulants have been known to turn up in a furniture
van. Their desire to know more about St Clare (1193/4-1253) has always
been humbling, and their contention that they find a living example of
Clare when they come here among us causes us a great deal of
embarrassment. Over the years we have formed very close and deep
friendships with the friars and the sisters as we have watched them
grow in their Franciscan calling from postulants to novices to junior
professed and then take their place as fully professed life members of
their communities and grow into positions of responsibility,
leadership, and, frequently, to ordination.
So we have shared so much, and yet … … … we cannot share the very
thing that really should unite us: the Eucharist. In the earliest days of
setting up this conference we approached Cardinal Basil Hume of
saintly memory and asked if our Anglican brothers and sisters could
share fully in the Eucharist with us as it was celebrated every morning

4
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in our chapel. At that time, the Anglican brother responsible for
formation was not ordained, so they had no priest of their own and
Cardinal Hume, with characteristic graciousness and sensitivity said of
course they could, there was no problem. Even canonically, if they had
no priest of their own, they could share sacramentally with us. Then
came One Bread One Body (1998) and the rules were tightened up.
Also, there had been a change in their circumstances and the brother
for formation was now a priest, so they did have someone who could
preside at the Eucharist. We would still have been more than happy
for them to continue sharing our eucharistic celebration, but now it
seemed that was no longer appropriate; by this time, we had as the
spiritual advisor to our Federation a good friar who has always been a
very close friend to our own community and has helped us through
some very difficult times, but his interpretation of One Bread One
Body was that the Anglicans could no longer receive Communion at
our Catholic celebration of the Eucharist. He said he did not agree
with it and thought it wrong, but that was what the Law said: so we
had to abide by it, whether we liked it or not. So we did. And we had
the distinctly UNchristian situation of the Eucharist being celebrated
in the Chapel and simultaneously in the library by brothers and sisters
who claimed to belong to the same religious family, who all claimed to
follow St Francis, and who were the closest of friends—both
celebrations sharing the same missal, the same prayers, the same
lectionary, the same Word of the same God, the same sacred vessels
and altar linens, but neither party could share Communion with the
other.
And it got us into even more bizarre situations—for instance, as by
this time Anglican sisters had been ordained, there were Anglican
brothers who would not attend the Anglican Eucharist, where they
could receive communion, if one of the sisters was presiding, because
they could not in conscience accept the ordination of women, so they
came instead to our Eucharist, where they could not receive. And
sometimes, Poor Clare sisters refrained from receiving Communion at
all because they said that was their reaction to feeling the pain of
separation so deeply. And sometimes, brothers and sisters simply did
not go to either celebration of the Eucharist because the whole
situation seemed so crazy. And some just could not understand what
all the fuss and confusion was about because if that was what ‘the Law’
said, then if we followed the rules, we must surely be doing the right
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thing. The utter contradiction in terms of Christian witness simply
passed them by.
The nearest we ever got to a solution which was more or less
acceptable to everyone was when a visiting theologian suggested we
got together to make our own communion loaves, which we did one
afternoon—we still have the photos of everyone taking their turn, and
believe me, never did a piece of dough get so well kneaded and
thumped and rolled and stretched and pummelled as that loaf in the
making. Then we baked it and next morning before the Eucharist it
was solemnly divided into two. The Anglicans took their piece to the
library and we had our piece in the Choir, so we were kind-of united
in our division. Each recalled at the heart of their celebration that we
were only half-a-loaf rather than the complete unity which the loaf
stands for in the great tradition as witnessed by Paul in 1 Corinthians.
But it still seemed a bit unsatisfactory and artificial.
Now the Anglican friars have asked for a second ‘Arkley
Experience’—because the original week as I have described it was
strictly speaking only for novices, once they had made their first
profession and became junior professed friars, they were no longer
eligible to attend. But they missed their week in Arkley so much—
many of them said it was ‘the highlight of their novice year’—that they
petitioned their Provincial for another week in Arkley for the junior
professed. So now we have this anomalous situation twice in the
course of the year, and it gets more impossible and ridiculous the
longer it goes on.
As we all know, the churches hold the week from 18 to 25 January as
the Church Unity Octave—Week of Prayer for Christian Unity—and
during this week we are all encouraged to work and pray for the unity
of Christians. This year, 2016, at the beginning of the Octave, we had a
Votive Mass for Christian Unity and as we said the words of the
Communion Anthem just before we ate and drank at the Lord’s table,
the ridiculousness of the whole situation hit me like a bombshell. The
words the Catholic Church puts on our lips at that most solemn
moment are these:
Though many, we are one bread, one body; for we all partake of the
one Bread and one Chalice.

And I wanted to shout: ‘that’s exactly what we are NOT’—in the
context of Christian unity, which was what that celebration was all
about, we are precisely NOT ‘one bread, one body’ because we do not
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partake of the one loaf and the one cup. The hypocrisy of it burned
into my soul. We talk so glibly about ‘one Lord, one faith, one
baptism’ so why, I wondered, if we accept each other’s baptism, is
there so much animosity about the Eucharist and Communion—what
we so glibly refer to as ‘the sacrament of unity’—when in practice, it
has become the sacrament of disunity?
Last December, when the friars were here for Arkley Experience II it
happened on the last day of the conference that there was no Anglican
priest: the ordained brother had had to leave early for another
commitment. So the remaining brothers asked if they could come to
‘our’ Eucharist. And we said we would be delighted if they did and
please would they feel free to receive. And their reply—given with
such graciousness and courtesy—was: ‘We’ve been told by our own
higher superior that we mustn’t because we don’t want to get you into
any ecclesiastical trouble or difficulty’. And nothing we could say
would shake their resolve. And we talk about Christian Unity.
In the context of this last experience, which I still find humiliating,
one of the brothers shared something that had happened to him some
while before. He is from America and he was at a wedding in a
Catholic church on Long Island. When the time came for
Communion, the presiding priest said to the congregation (which was
a mix of denominations): ‘The teaching of the Catholic Church is that
only baptised Catholics can receive Communion. But Jesus Christ said
“Come to me all you who labour.” You choose who to follow.’
When this vexed question comes up, my response is this: you show
me where in the gospels there is a story of Jesus refusing to share a
meal with anyone who wanted to share his table, and I will agree that
we should limit our table fellowship. Until then, all are welcome.

7

INTERCOMMUNION: A CHURCH OF ENGLAND
PERSPECTIVE
Bridget Nichols*
The past half century has seen a growth in discussions about the
Eucharist between the Anglican and Roman Catholic Churches—mainly
in connection with ARCIC. However, this process has to be set in the
context of the significant developments such as the growth in the
diversity of Church of England worship during the period, other
developments such as the ordination of women, and changes in the
Anglican Communion. Moreover, older issues, such as the rejection of
Anglican Orders, have not gone away but been given new prominence in
documents such as One Bread One Body. If the official level dialogue is
far more complex than was earlier imagined, this is paralleled by a new
complexity at levels of parish and practice.
This article has its origins in a symposium on intercommunion
attended by a group largely composed of lay Catholics and Catholic
religious. Its purpose in that forum was to offer an Anglican point of
view to an audience already well aware of the presenting issues for
people ‘on the ground’. Several of them were partners in interchurch
marriages and some worked in Catholic institutions such as schools
and colleges, where acts of worship were frequently attended by
Anglican students and staff colleagues. Their encounters encouraged
them to believe that initiatives towards unity should proceed quickly
to intercommunion. Like the majority of Anglicans who have the same
desire, however, they did not have any reason to know much of the
background to the position which the two Churches have now
reached. In what follows, I set out the sort of understanding which
Anglican lay people might be expected to have of their Church, before
going on to summarise the official statements which have been made
on intercommunion since the 1968 Lambeth Conference. This draws
substantially on the ARCIC process and a short section reflects on the
*

Bridget Nichols is Lay Chaplain to the Bishop of Ely and a Visiting Scholar at
Sarum College. She is also one of the editors of Anaphora.
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issues of ministry and authority which cannot be separated from the
aspiration to full communion. Finally, the way in which the ongoing
tension between the desire for unity and the need to face and not
evade difficult questions is considered in a series of short real life
illustrations.

Anglicans and their Church
It is not necessary to rehearse the elements of governance within
Anglican Provinces, and the agreements and structures that hold the
Provinces together as the Anglican Communion. These will be well
known to readers. How this superstructure touches ‘ordinary’
Anglicans is the more immediate question for present purposes. The
matter is by no means straightforward, for reasons which I will try to
explain. The first thing to mention is the parish system. Parishes
invest a lot of their energy inwardly, both in maintaining the
continuing round of services and in the maintenance of their
buildings, and in fundraising in order to contribute to the cost of
stipendiary ordained ministry. Remaining energy is likely to be
expended variously on the discipleship of the regular congregation
and of newcomers, community projects, social outreach, local and
overseas mission partnerships, and local ecumenical activity. The
parishes I am familiar with know the Archdeacon responsible for their
area and the Diocesan and Suffragan Bishops. Some of them are
interested in diocesan governance and are good at encouraging people
to stand for membership of the Diocesan Synod and even the Church
of England’s General Synod. They know who the Archbishop of
Canterbury is, because of his high media profile and they are likely to
be able to identify the Archbishop of York. It is very unlikely that they
would know much about the Anglican Communion, other than via the
often negative reports to be found in the national media, unless they
had links to parishes in other Provinces.
The second distancing factor is the diversity across the entity that is
known as Anglicanism.1 Within a single Diocese, even within an
Archdeaconry or a Deanery, there will be parishes which would barely
recognise each other’s styles of worship. The ordered ceremonial,
1

A useful guide to defining Anglican identity is to be found in Christopher
Irvine (ed.), Anglican Liturgical Identity: Papers from the Prague Meeting of the
International Anglican Liturgical Consultation (Norwich: Canterbury Press,
2008).
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faithfulness to authorised liturgical forms and the Revised Common
Lectionary, use of vestments and regular celebration of the eucharist
in one place would come as a shock to a place where ‘worship’ meant
an extended period of singing from the worship song repertoire, the
clergy did not robe and did not take much of a role in proceedings
(not as much as the leader of the music group), sermons were
routinely 20 minutes in length and not based on any lectionary, and a
rather abbreviated Eucharist took place once a month.
In parishes of all styles, it cannot be taken for granted that those
who attend are Anglicans. Many of them will have explored the
ecclesiastical options within a certain geographical radius and settled
on the church with the best children’s or youth work (even if its
liturgy is unappealing to adults) or the church which made them feel
comfortable and welcome from the moment they arrived. Anglican
church planting initiatives, which develop new worshipping
communities in places where there has not previously been a church
presence (e.g. areas of new housing), or where church life has
dwindled on account of demographic factors, tend not to emphasise
denominational affiliation, even though their clergy will hold a
bishop’s licence and be accountable to diocesan authorities.
When it comes to profound subjects like intercommunion, then, the
discussion must work at several levels. At the most local level, it will
move from churches which operate an open table policy at
celebrations of the Eucharist, to churches whose understanding of the
sacraments requires those wishing to make their communion to be
baptised, and either episcopally confirmed or communicants in good
standing in their own Churches. The case of children has changed
with the passing of legislation that permits unconfirmed children to
be admitted to communion if they are deemed ready for this, and after
a period of instruction.1
At the level of the Anglican Communion, individual provincial
decisions have introduced new and serious considerations. There are
still Provinces which do not recognise the ordination of women or
accept their ministry as valid. The consecration to the episcopate of
1

This provision was first made in the late 1990s and confirmed by the House
of Bishops of the Church of England in 2006. General Synod of the Church of
England, Admission of Baptised Children to Holy Communion: Regulations (GS
1596A) (London: Church House Publishing, 2006).
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practising gay and lesbian Anglicans in some Provinces, and the
decision of the Episcopal Church in the USA to provide for same-sex
marriages in church has put a strain on relationships. The January
2016 meeting of Primates in Canterbury acknowledged the cracks in
their own unity, but has so far succeeded in pursuing dialogue rather
than opting for fracture. Nevertheless, a good deal of regular
ecumenical activity goes on between these two extremes. The Week of
Prayer for Christian Unity is widely supported each year. Anglicans
and Catholics participate in services held to mark significant events in
each other’s Churches, or in the life of the nation.

The Official Position
When I began asking for advice from ecumenists and ecclesiologists in
preparing for the symposium, I was directed first to the basic
statement on who may receive communion at Church of England
Eucharists in Canon B 15A.1 The next documentary source was the
report of the 1968 Lambeth Conference. Anglicanism was in a very
different phase at that point. The Anglican Communion had watched
the process of the Second Vatican Council with close interest and
there were cautious stirrings towards Liturgical Revision. Some of the
Provinces which had formerly been British colonies had become
independent, but there were very few indigenous bishops in these
places. (Group photographs taken at Lambeth Conferences since their
inception show progressive cultural and ethnic diversity.) Church
attendance was healthy, as it continues to be in the developing world,
though no longer in the UK.2 There was a large supply of young
clergymen emerging from theological colleges which in fact peaked at
just about that time. The General Synod of the Church of England
would not come into being for another two years, which meant that
the voice of the laity in the governance of the C of E was not heard in
decision-making in the way that it is today. It is reasonably safe to say
that most parishes, whatever their ‘churchmanship’, were liturgically
law-abiding and that they drew their congregations mainly from
people who lived in the area and not from those commuting to a place
which catered particularly to their tastes.
1

A full text is contained in the Appendix.
Professor Linda Woodhead’s recent findings on church attendance in
Britain, reported in her British Academy Lecture, 19 January 2016, are noted in
The Tablet, 23 January (2016): 28.
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The subcommittee dealing with Intercommunion in a Divided
Church recorded their thanks for ‘the remarkable advances in
ecumenical dialogue between the Churches since 1958 [the year of the
previous Lambeth Conference], not least for the entry of the Roman
Catholic Church into deep and charitable dialogue with us and with
other “separated Christians”’.1 They noted the increase in membership
of the World Council of Churches, including many Orthodox
Patriarchates. Liturgical revision, informed by scholarship, was
mentioned with approval, especially because it revealed what the
Churches had in common. The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity was
being more widely observed. There was progress in biblical studies,
and the subcommittee singled out the participation of Catholics in
associations for biblical studies. They encouraged ecumenical bible
study at a local level (LC 68, 119-120).
The Chicago-Lambeth Quadrilateral, first formulated in 1886 and
adopted at the Lambeth Conference of 1888, was cited as the
statement of the grounds for unity: the common submission to
scripture as the word of God; the common profession of faith derived
from that revelation; the common acceptance of the sacraments of
baptism and Holy Communion; common acknowledgement of a
ministry through which the grace of God is given to his people. The
last condition was followed by an assertion of the place of the
Anglican Church’s ministry within the historic episcopate (LC 68, 123).
Flowing out of the Quadrilateral came notes on the sacraments,
ministry, admission to communion and reciprocal intercommunion.
Thus the one baptism into Christ was recognised as constituting ‘a
degree of union more substantially and universally acknowledged
than previously’, while ‘the centrality of the Eucharist in the life of the
Church [was] now seen in many aspects of liturgical and pastoral
renewal in all Churches’. The subcommittee expressed acute
awareness that the call of baptism was a call ‘to heal the breach which
has developed between our unity in baptism and our separation in the
Eucharist’ (LC 68, 124). We will come back to ministry, noting now
only that the subcommittee offered ‘the experience of the grace of a
threefold ministry’ and prayed that God would ‘restore the fullness of
ministry in ways which we cannot yet discern’ (LC 68, 124).
1

The Lambeth Conference 1968: Resolutions and Reports (London: SPCK; New
York: Seabury Press, 1968), 119. (Hereafter LC 68.)
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When it came to admission to communion, the need to provide for
those who had not progressed to full communicant status was
emphasised. Four categories were named: those living in or visiting
places not served by their own Churches; communicants among
groups travelling or engaged in common enterprises, and wishing to
worship together; mixed marriages; schools, colleges, hospitals and
other close-knit communities (LC 68, 126-127).
Finally, we arrive at reciprocal intercommunion. Here, the
subcommittee’s recommendation is perhaps surprising and even
idealistic: reciprocal intercommunion should be made possible ‘when
an advanced stage has been reached in the negotiations, and where
there is agreement on apostolic faith and order’ (LC 68, 127). This
would ‘precede the final stage of organic union or the unification of
the ministries’ (LC 68 127-128), though not without proper theological
and doctrinal work to establish a sound platform. The subcommittee
affirmed that, following Vatican II, ‘intercommunion belongs to an
ecumenical dialogue involving the Roman Catholic Church’, and that
there should be no intercommunion without consensus ‘on the
meaning of the Eucharist’ (LC 68, 128).
That ecumenical dialogue has, since 1967 when the first preliminary
discussions took place, been embodied in the ARCIC process, and
considerable consensus has been achieved by its Catholic and
Anglican members in the ensuing almost 40 years. So why does
intercommunion still appear to lie some distance ahead? In 1981, the
Final Report of ARCIC I, which had included the Eucharist as one of
its key themes, added this paragraph at the end under ‘Other Issues’:
10. Concern has been expressed that we have said nothing about
intercommunion, though claiming to have attained a substantial
agreement on eucharistic faith. The reason is that we are agreed that a
responsible judgement on this matter cannot be made on the basis of
this Statement alone, because intercommunion also involves issues
relating to authority and to the mutual recognition of ministry. There
are other important issues, such as the eschatological dimension of the
eucharist and its relation to contemporary questions of human
liberation and social justice, which we have either not fully developed
or not explicitly treated. These are matters which call for the common
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attention of our churches, but they are not a source of division
1
between us and are therefore outside our mandate.

As things have turned out, the most public and high profile consensus
between Rome and the Anglican Communion at present is the joint
commitment by the Pope and the Archbishop of Canterbury to work
to eradicate slavery and human trafficking. What ARCIC I saw as ‘not
a source of division’ is proving to be positive evidence of united
intention. It is significant that ARCIC III has chosen to study ‘the
Church as Communion, local and universal’ and in relation to this,
‘how in communion the local and universal Church come to discern
right ethical teaching’. They will be seeking ‘to develop a theological
understanding of the human person, human society, and the new life
of grace in Christ’.2

Authority and Ministry
Following their study towards eucharistic agreement, ARCIC’s time
has been substantially devoted to the understanding of ministry and
authority in the Catholic and Anglican Churches. What holds back
the progress towards intercommunion, even after convergence in
understanding of eucharistic doctrine has come so far, are two still
insuperable obstacles: universal primacy and the validity of Anglican
orders.
Anglican orders were declared invalid by Pope Leo XIII in 1897, in
the Bull Apostolicae curae. The answer of the Bishops of the Church of
England, Saepius officio, written mainly by the scholarly John
Wordsworth, Bishop of Salisbury, disputed the claim that Anglican
orders were defective in matter, form and intention. Yet their
arguments have not so far displaced the papal pronouncement, which
is referred to as a matter of fact in documents. Nearly a century later
in 1995, Ut unum sint takes it as read:
The Decree Unitatis redintegratio, pointing out that the postReformation Communities lack that ‘fullness of unity with us which
should flow from Baptism’, observes that ‘especially because of the lack

1

Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission, ARCIC I The Final
Report (London: SPCK/ Catholic Truth Society, 1982). Available online at
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/105260/final_report_arcic_1.pdf .
2
Communiqué following the first meeting at Bose in Italy in 2011
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/media/105248/ARCIC_III_Bose_2011.pdf
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of the Sacrament of Orders they have not preserved the genuine and
total reality of the Eucharistic mystery’, even though ‘when they
commemorate the Lord’s Death and Resurrection in the Holy Supper,
they profess that it signifies life in communion with Christ and they
1
await his coming in glory’.

This complex subject has been treated in detail by Anglican scholars.2
The discussions of ARCIC and the International Anglican-Roman
Catholic Commission for Unity and Mission (IARCCUM) over a
number of years have patiently established that there is much that
unites understandings of orders in Rome and in the Anglican
Communion. Paul Avis records the judgement of Henry Chadwick,
distinguished Church historian and a leading member of ARCIC from
1969-1981 and from 1983-1990. Chadwick’s view, Avis writes, was that
ARCIC has had ‘the unintended side-effect of destroying the central
argument of Apostolicae Curae, viz. that Roman Catholics and
Anglicans are committed to essentially different beliefs about the
eucharistic presence and sacrifice and consequently about the nature
3
and office of ministerial priesthood’.

Yet seemingly immovable sticking points remain. Despite ARCIC’s
conclusion that ‘any fresh evaluation of Anglican orders’ would have
to take account of the considerable agreement on intention in
ordination which their dialogues have achieved, there is no
perceptible enthusiasm for pursuing the question at the moment.4 The
ordination of women to all three orders of ministry in a number of
Anglican Provinces will inevitably play a prominent role in further
discussions. The fact that Provinces which have taken this step have
acted, as the statement of the IARCCUM, Growing Together in Unity
and Mission (2007) observes, ‘in the conviction that there are no
1

Holy See, Ut unum sint (London: Catholic Truth Society, 1995) paragraph 67.
Available online at
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jpii_enc_25051995_ut-unum-sint.html
2
Christopher Hill and Edward Yarnold (eds), Anglican Orders: The Documents
in the Case (Norwich: Canterbury Press, 1997); Paul Avis, The Identity of
Anglicanism (London: T&T Clark, 2008), especially Chapters V and VIII.
3
Avis, Identity of Anglicanism, 139 quoting Henry Chadwick ‘Full Communion
with Other Episcopal Churches’, in Churchman 95 (3) 1981.
4
IARCCUM, Growing Together in Unity and Mission (London: SPCK, 2007),
60, p.33.
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theological objections to such a development, and that they are not
departing from the traditional understanding of apostolic ministry nor
the nature of ministry as set forth in the ARCIC statements’ will not
make much practical difference.1
As far as primacy is concerned, Ut unum sint sets the primatial
ministry of the Bishop of Rome as the necessary condition for visible
unity (88-97). ARCIC published The Gift of Authority in May 1999 and
the Council for Christian Unity of the Church of England responded at
the end of 2002 with a collection of essays called Unpacking the Gift.2
In his report to the General Synod on behalf of the Church of
England’s Council for Christian Unity, giving bearings for a debate on
The Gift of Authority, Paul Avis pointed out that ARCIC’s work left
‘unasked and unanswered’ crucial questions about ‘the implications of
the universal, ordinary and immediate jurisdiction, claimed by the
Pope, for the further steps towards Anglican acceptance of papal
primacy that GA advocates’.3

Local Interpretation
Both the Catholic and the Anglican Churches in the UK have issued
documents reflecting on the status quo and its pastoral implications.
The Catholic Bishops of England and Wales, Ireland and Scotland set
out the rules governing the participation of members of other
Churches at Catholic eucharistic celebrations in One Bread One Body,
published in 1998.4 This received a somewhat indignant reply from the
Bishops of the Church of England under the title, The Eucharist:
Sacrament of Unity.5 In 2002, the Catholic Bishops of England and
Wales issued The Search for Christian Unity, a popular version of the
1

Growing Together in Unity and Mission, 61, p. 34.
Peter Fisher (ed.), Unpacking the Gift (GS Misc 697) (London: Church House
Publishing, 2002).
3
Paul Avis on behalf of the Council for Christian Unity, The Gift of Authority:
Report to the General Synod, GS 1532 (London: Church House Publishing, 2004) 5.
4
Catholic Bishops’ Conferences of England and Wales, Ireland and Scotland,
One Bread One Body (London: Catholic Truth Society, 1998). Available online
at http://www.cbcew.org.uk/CBCEW-Home/Publications 3. Cited as OBOB in
quotations within the text.
5
House of Bishops of the Church of England, The Eucharist: Sacrament of
Unity (GS Misc 632) London: Church House Publishing, 2001. Cited as ESU in
quotations within the text.
2
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Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism.1
The tone of this document was altogether gentler than that of One
Bread One Body.
One Bread One Body defines Christians as being ‘in full communion’
with the Catholic Church when they hold in common all the gifts of
grace with which Christ has endowed his Church’ (OBOB, 20). It
acknowledges the baptismal communion that already exists among all
Christians, and its importance as the impulse that tends towards full
communion. Different Churches are at different stages on this
journey, ‘depending on how much [they] share together in the
mystery of salvation and the means of grace’ (22). The position on the
eucharist is clear: ‘only a validly ordained priest can be the minister
who, in the person of Christ, brings into being the sacrament of the
Eucharist’ (41).2 The orders of the Churches of the Reformation cannot
with certainty be regarded as within the ‘recognised apostolic
succession’ (41). The pain of division provides a powerful incentive to
seek the means of unity more urgently, though not in the impulsive
way of permitting sacramental sharing to remove the sense of sorrow
(77). Even in the case of mixed marriages, ‘being “one flesh” and
hopefully “one heart” . . . does not make a couple in a mixed marriage
fully one in the faith of the Church’ (81). Only very exceptionally will
grace, in response to extreme pastoral need, allow the rules on
sacramental sharing to be relaxed (89).
In their foreword to The Eucharist: Sacrament of Unity, the
Archbishops of Canterbury and York endorsed much in the
eucharistic theology of One Bread One Body, but drew different
conclusions about ‘eucharistic sharing, including eucharistic
hospitality’ (ESU, viii). They found the discipline proposed in One
Bread One Body ‘to be hurtful and unhelpful’ (ESU, viii). The
Archbishops raised a question:
[I]n a divided Church there are differences of emphasis concerning the
relationship between the Eucharist and unity. Briefly expressed, is
eucharistic sharing a sign only of ‘full’ sacramental communion
between the churches, or may it appropriately also be a means towards

1

CBCEW, The Search for Christian Unity.
This paragraph quotes the Response of the Holy See to the Final Report of
the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission (1982).
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its full realization—a sacrament of unity that is growing as well as of
unity that is complete?

This was the question being asked at Lambeth 1968, and in the ARCIC
Final Report (1981).
The Church of England document sets out to correct what it
describes as ‘a number of erroneous assumptions’ made by the Roman
Catholic Church about the Church of England. Two principal
historical misinterpretations are identified. The first concerns the
uncritical classification of the Church of England as ‘one of the
Churches rooted in the Reformation’ (OBOB, 42 p. 117), when in fact it
goes back much further to the earliest manifestations of Christianity
in England. Thus it claims continuity with the Apostles and Fathers.1
The second concerns the acceptance of the deficiency of Anglican
orders.2
Further objections are raised in respect of One Bread One Body’s
presentation of ‘Anglican teaching regarding the eucharistic sacrifice
and the presence of Christ in the sacrament, and Anglican ministerial
and episcopal orders’ (ESU, viii). They affirm the eschatological aspect
of the Eucharist and propose that an invitation to members of other
Churches to participate fully in the Eucharist might be ‘a proper
pastoral anticipation of the eschatological summons to the marriage
supper of the Lamb’ and ‘a foretaste of full visible unity’ (ESU, 14).
They defend the scrupulous concern for order and authority
surrounding the way orders are conferred (18). They articulate the
Anglican position on eucharistic sacrifice and point to its expression
in liturgical texts from the 1549 Prayer Book to Common Worship
(2000). They affirm the real presence, but hesitate over the ‘rather
specific and tightly drawn way in which the presence of Christ in the
Eucharist is defined’ in One Bread One Body (29). They urge a
reconsideration of the validity of Anglican orders, ‘in the light of
developments during the past century, not least the work of ARCIC on
ministry and the Eucharist’ (32). Returning to the argument from
eschatology, they insist on the ‘integral relationship between the
sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist within the theology of
koinonia’ (34).

1
2

Avis, Identity of Anglicanism, 97.
Ibid.
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Now comes a statement that has the effect of a surprise, even though
perhaps the argument has been leading up to it: Anglicans, the
bishops suggest, ‘should find the ban on Roman Catholics receiving
communion at Anglican celebrations of the eucharist, even in the
most exceptional circumstances, an ecumenical, theological and
pastoral affront’ and long for a situation in which the ‘process of
growing into full visible unity’ could go forward (34). If the Eucharist
is the means for building unity, why delay Eucharistic communion for
‘full ecclesial communion, visibly and structurally expressed’ (35)?
This makes the continuing inhibition on reciprocity, which means
that there are no circumstances in which Catholics may receive at a
eucharist presided over by an Anglican priest because of doubts about
Anglican orders, a matter of sorrow—something that the Catholic
Bishops themselves acknowledge in One Bread One Body (117).
This is about as far as the official conversation has reached, to date.
So for Anglicans, reciprocal intercommunion, perhaps even any kind
of intercommunion, faces an impasse. I will close with four anecdotes
which provide no answers, but suggest the real dilemmas of Anglicans
trying to find their way where ecclesiology, high level ecumenical
dialogue and instinct appear to pull in conflicting directions.
We start in Milan, at Santa Maria delle Grazie, where I found myself
able to attend a mid-morning weekday Eucharist because I had not
booked in advance to see ‘The Last Supper’, displayed next door, and
the queue was very long. An elderly priest and a small gathering of
women were present. The moment for the New Testament reading
came, and one of the women stood up and read in wonderful,
resonant Italian the verses from Ephesians 4:
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one
hope of your calling, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and
Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all (4-6).

Paradoxically, it was this proclamation of unity that made me feel,
that however much I wished to receive, I could not do so under false
pretences. To be a communicant deserving of the welcome of this
community would have entailed growth into a relationship of honesty
and trust that a single visit could not achieve.
We move to a Portuguese village near Sintra, where my far-flung
family had converged for a rare shared holiday. It was the Feast of the
Assumption and my father and I abandoned the rest of the party and
went to the Eucharist. It was a joyful celebration in a full church. He
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did not receive. I did. His principled behaviour has been the cause of
much subsequent self-examination on my part.
When Pope John Paul II died, the local Catholic parish church held a
Requiem. Our Diocesan Bishop, the Dean of the Cathedral and I
attended as a matter of respect. There had been a bishop’s staff visit to
Rome the previous year, and the group had had the privilege of being
presented to the Pope after the general audience. We did not go
forward when communion was distributed, since two of our number
were prominent Anglican figures in the community, but the parish
priest spotted us and beckoned us to come up. He blessed us and we
returned to our seats.
Next, Bologna. Finding the city’s major art gallery still closed when I
arrived to see the collection, I consulted the guide book and
discovered that in the nearby church of San Giacomo Maggiore, there
was an oratory dedicated to Saint Cecilia and decorated with a
remarkable cycle of paintings. When I arrived, the morning Eucharist
had advanced as far as the gospel. It was clearly not going to be
possible either to leave, or to prowl around viewing art works. At the
time of the distribution of communion, I went forward with my arms
crossed and my head bowed. For a moment, I didn’t understand why
the priest was saying abruptly, ‘Alza la testa’. But when I raised my
head, he swiftly put a host into my mouth.
Finally, a small French cathedral town on the route to Compostela.
Friends of mine were part of a pilgrimage, whose organiser, himself a
former Cathedral Chapter member, had contacted local bishops in
advance to ask whether his group might attend the Eucharist in their
cathedrals. The responses were welcoming, offering eucharistic
hospitality, and even inviting the group leader to concelebrate. On
this journey, there was only one occasion when a bishop made it plain
that the group should not communicate. The group leader thus
resourcefully held an Anglican celebration in their lodgings the
evening before the Eucharist in the cathedral and reserved the
elements. The next morning the party attended the Eucharist and at
the time of the distribution, the leader moved to a side aisle and
signalled that they might receive from him. The unforeseen
consequence was that a number of French communicants noticed a
shorter queue and joined it.
Conscience, intention, desire, confusion, reticence and cautious
reaching out are all interwoven in these events. The complications are
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accentuated by the fact that, even when the language of the Eucharist
was not English, the liturgy was easy to follow because of the
eucharistic shape now common to a number of Churches. They may
reflect the experiences of many Anglicans, and if they have a value, it
is in keeping serious thinking alive at ground level. They also
challenge us to ask, at a higher level, what difficult questions would
not have been properly confronted if intercommunion were to happen
immediately. For liturgists, they are a reminder that even if we say the
same thing at the eucharist, it cannot be straightforwardly affirmed
that we mean the same thing—and therein lies a huge area for
exploration.
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Appendix
Canon B 15A Of the Admission to Holy Communion
1.

There shall be admitted to the Holy Communion:

a) members of the Church of England who have been confirmed
in accordance with the rites of that Church or are ready and
desirous to be so confirmed or who have been otherwise
episcopally confirmed with unction or with the laying on of
hands except as provided by the next following Canon [B 16
Of notorious offenders not to be admitted to Holy
Communion];
b) baptized persons who are communicant members of other
Churches which subscribe to the doctrine of the Holy Trinity,
and who are in good standing in their own Church;
c) any other baptized persons authorized to be admitted under
regulations of the General Synod; and
d) any baptized person in immediate danger of death.
2.

If any person by virtue of sub-paragraph (b) above regularly
receive the Holy Communion over a long period which
appears likely to continue indefinitely, the minister shall set
before him the normal requirements of the Church of
England for communicant status in that Church.

3.

Where any minister is in doubt as to the application of this
Canon, he shall refer the matter to the bishop of the diocese
or other Ordinary and follow his guidance thereon.

Note: The General Synod made the Admission of baptized children to
Holy Communion Regulations 2006 on 8 February 2006 and these
Regulations came into force on 15 June 2006.
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FICTIVE FAMILIES—REAL CHURCHES: COMMENSALITY
AND PNEUMATOLOGY

Thomas O’Loughlin*
Can we find a theology of the Eucharist that can overcome our
divisions? One route would be to look at the basic activity of the
Eucharist: thanking God in a community meal, and seeing how that
relates to our memories as Christians. But what transforms a
community sharing a meal into the People of God sharing in the
foretaste of the Great Banquet: the presence of the Spirit. So perhaps the
road to intercommunion is by way of a renewed pneumatology?

Our situation today
Actions repeated, time and again, are the human basis not only of all
ritual but indeed of society: we behave in ways we recognise, we do
again what we did, and our memory forms through these repeated
actions our sense of identity both as individuals—I am the one who
relates to that action, and as communities—this is how ‘we’ behave,
this is the way ‘we’ do this. Repeated actions create our sense of
belonging, reinforce it in every act of participating in a common
action, and, indeed, define the boundaries of our group: we act—the
continuous present of repetition—in this way, and so are distinct from
‘the others’ who do not share our ways of doing. Then we tell stories
to ourselves, and others, about what we do: we describe it and explain
why we do it, and why we do it in this way. We repeat the story, so
that it becomes the twice-told tale that is characteristic of religious
narratives,1 and explain afresh in each telling why we do something in
this way—for the manner of our actions quickly passes from being
obvious—and so we talk of origins, and we locate the common action
*

Thomas O’Loughlin is the Professor of Historical Theology in the University
of Nottingham. He has published widely on the Eucharist, including, most
recently, The Eucharist: Origins and Contemporary Understandings (London:
Continuum, 2015).
1
Jonathan Z. Smith, ‘A Twice-Told Tale: The History of the History of
Religion’s History,’ Numen 48(2001): 134-46.
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within the larger world we share as a community. These tales become,
with remarkable rapidity, not only an explanation of our doing, but a
part of the very action itself. We repeat an action and part of the
repetition of the action is the repetition of the story about the action.
The story tells how the action began, locates the whole event within
our larger narrative; and the story unifies the action as something
precious to us: a precious jewel in our inherited—and actions can be
inherited after a very short period of time—common doing and our
common story. Just as the repeated action has the character in our
memory—for it is our memory that forges our links between two
moments—of stability in the flux of time: this is what we do and have
always done in this way; so the story that becomes part of the doing
appears to our memory as stable: this is our story and it goes back to
the very beginning and we repeat it unchangingly time after time. This
is the pattern that established ritual and constitutes us not just as
symbol-using beings, but beings for whom rituals are intrinsic to our
humanity.
But this process of ritualization, whereby we live in a world of
routines and these are significant to us, is not a linear process. We
may imagine that we repeat actions exactly as we remember them, but
as the whole history of liturgy shows, we are always making subtle,
often almost imperceptible, changes in our repetitions. Elements of
the action are contracting, others expanding, some atrophy to the
point that we have forgotten why they once were done (and so we
have to find new justifications for them), while new elements enter
the scene and soon are imagined as being just as ancient as the rest of
our actions. But if actions change, then perhaps the stories can be
repeated with accuracy for, surely, some of our stories have the fixity
of form that we link with a poem or a nursery rhyme? Again, our
stories are living literature and are in a constant state of evolution.1
But surely not our sacred stories, especially when they get the fixity of
writing and canon? This belief has been a cornerstone of Jewish and
Christian thinking for centuries, but the evidence is against it: we find
evolution and discrepancy at every turn as stories are changed to
make sense of new situations and new eyes interpret the stories with
1

Paul Bradshaw, ‘Liturgy and “Living Literature”’, in Paul Bradshaw and Bryan
Spinks (eds.), Liturgy in Dialogue: Essays in Memory of Ronald Jasper (London:
SPCK, 1993), 138-53.
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new meanings. If we open the collection known as ‘the New
Testament’ we find that any statement such as ‘the New Testament’s
teaching’ is a flawed generalisation: on every point there will be
different stories, and sometimes even conflicting stories within a
single document.1 Moreover, we have only to look at the foot of the
page to see the evolutions of each text over the first centuries.2 The
notion of an ‘original text’—that so much desired goal of editors since
the sixteenth century—is largely an illusion.3 Likewise, once we are
familiar with ritual, we tend to think first about the story, and imagine
the stories as primordial (and the material actuality in life and living
are ‘but’ the manifestation of the ideas).4 Indeed, it seems to us that
the stories ‘give meaning’ to the actions. As such, the stories (or if one
prefers: the theologies) are ‘sacrosanct’ and constitute the revelation—
which are then played out in the practice of ritual. And, over time, we
make the activity conform to the story because we tell ourselves that
the story does not change,5 and cannot change without abandoning
revelation and truth. Surprisingly, while both action and story change
over time—and doing and telling mesh and evolve as a complex—
actions are often less fluid than stories.6 We are apt to develop new
stories while keeping older actions; and consequently we can often
find significant mismatches between what we are doing and what we

1

It is this phenomenon that forms the basis of noting how apparently unified
texts actually bear witness to distinct contributions.
2
See, for convenience, David C. Parker, ‘Scripture is Tradition,’ Theology
94(Jan/Feb 1991): 11-17.
3
Eldon J. Epp. ‘The Multivalence of the Term “Original Text” in New
Testament Textual Criticism,’ Harvard Theological Review 92(1999): 245-81.
4
This is a form of platonic idealism that is ultimately destructive of liturgical
action. It takes this form: once I have grasped the idea, I hardly need the
physical which appears as if it is no more than a children’s game for the
simple-minded, matter-bound folk. At a pastoral level it is the justification
offered for liturgical tokenism: e.g. one does not need to eat a piece of a real
loaf, since it is the spiritual that counts. This fallacy cannot be countered by
argument, but by looking at the creation: matter is a Deo, and we are beings
who live in a physical cosmos.
5
It actually changes in every generation because the readers in each
generation belong to the changing cultural world of that generation.
6
See the methodology adopted by Étienne Nodet and Justin Taylor, The
Origins of Christianity: An Exploration (Collegeville: Liturgical Press,1998).
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are saying about what we are doing: the story belongs to one time and
world, the action to another.
These human processes can be seen, in every detail, in the history of
that ritual we call the Eucharist. At its basis is the action of thanking
God for food: a fundamental action of creatures and a basic element in
the actions of the People of the Covenant. This action was given a new
form by Jesus when after blessing God he shared a loaf and a cup, and
his practice then became embedded in stories of his followers.1 To
make sense of their distinctive doing they produced a range of
stories—because no two documents from the first two centuries have
exactly the same story of the common action—while, over time, the
whole event changed from being a meal of the community to a token
eating/drinking quite distinct from the setting in which the action
originated and had its obvious meaning. At this point the stories took
on a new purpose. They were no longer needed as explanations of a
new way of doing something whose fundamental rationale—thanking
God for food—did not need explanation, but became the justification
of a ritual that was wholly without such practical context. Indeed, an
inversion in understanding had taken place: the doing was now an
expression of the story; and consequently the retelling of the story
became the core of the ritual, evolving on its own and being defended
as such.2
In this situation two things happened. First, while the action
contracted ever further from its original purpose, the story became
ever more complex such that detail was ever being added to detail.
And second, inconsistencies emerged between the totality of the
inherited story—now imagined as the fact of revelation—and simpler
memories of both story and action that were recalled from earlier
times as part of the repetition of the event. The parts often went in
one direction and the whole, usually expressed systematically within a
theological edifice, in another. This would just lead to a profusion of
differing or perhaps competing events except that Christians look
back to their origins as to a charter for their activities, and so
1

See Nodet and Taylor, Origins, 88-125; and Thomas O’Loughlin, The
Eucharist: Origins and Contemporary Understandings (London: Continuum,
2015), 145-87.
2
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inconsistencies lead to calls for reform or the actuality of schism: as
we see happening in Europe in the sixteenth century.
Faced with these facts, the groups of Christians saw but one of two
diverging roads open to them. For the non-Protestants to remain
such, there had to be an assumption that the whole inherited story
was/is perfect, and any set of inconsistencies, whether historical or
doctrinal had to be bypassed as noise within the system—and perhaps
explained with some sort of theory of doctrinal development.1 To
those who protest against the totality of the received story, the
inheritance is confused and inconsistent, and recalling it raises the
suspicion that not all that has happened was ‘that which should
happen’ along with a request to get back to the time—invariably
identified with the mythically perfect event/time called ‘the New
Testament’/‘the apostolic period’—before the growth of the
corruption. But common to both groups—as they talked, then argued,
then fought—was a lack of awareness that these pasts were not only
mutually exclusive but internally contradictory: one could not ‘get
back’ to any perfect whole.2 So while some sought—and many still
seek—to reconcile these positions, their endeavours come to naught.
The process leads eventually to a circular debate generating fresh restatements of the contradictions. Appeals to any moment of past
perfection—be that the supposed consistency and completeness of the
‘New Testament’ or the supposed consistency and completeness of
‘Catholic magisterium’—only ends in a renewed presentation of a
particular set of the inherited inconsistencies.3
If we accept this impasse—and the fact that debate over
intercommunion keeps returning to more or less the same point in
practice after any number of discussions points to it—we must be
willing to take a different approach both historically and theologically.
1

This dilemma is set out in its stark simplicity by John Henry Newman in the
‘Introduction’ to An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (London:
James Toovey, 1845).
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By a process of historical investigation we should be seeking out the
nature of the fundamental actions of our inherited rituals so that how
the inconsistencies of both action and story emerged becomes more
clear to us (and such historical processes are never complete), while at
the same time we need to note that only new stories can overcome
inherited contradictions in combination with answering the questions
that we, in our world, are asking of what we are doing and what we
believe. This process is one of creative theology, and it too is, of the
nature of the case, open-ended. Our new story must account for what
is basic to our action—and so invokes the help of the historians—but
also true to our whole confession of faith: the story we tell about God,
‘his’ involvement in our lives, and how we as disciples respond to the
divine invitation which we hear, through the Spirit, in our recollection
of Jesus. The whole process is not so much one of ecumenical
dialogue, much less that common poor substitute for dialogue which
is the ‘ecumenically-inspired’ monologue,1 as that of creating a fresh
story that is both adequate to be the story we need for our action and
which bypasses the inheritance of contradictions.

Starting points for new stories
The current impasse over intercommunion is a classic example of a
vicious circle of theology that cannot be resolved by accommodation
(save at the excessive price of denying that the telling of the Christian
story is valueless).2 We see this awareness that ‘dialogue leading to
accommodation’ is a dead-end in a number of ways. Theologians may
note that the Eucharist ‘tastes bitter in a divided church’ or that the
meal of unity—a theology found in Paul—is actually the moment of
1

Such a monologue takes place when I consider my problems with your
position and when I only respond to my perceptions of what are your
problems with my position. While we can never obtain a non-engaged
vantage point, the purpose of dialogue is to hear that what I think you think
may not be a correct perception, and that many things I think of as nonproblematic are indeed just so.
2
This is a price many are prepared to pay either by declaring that theology has
little to offer and we should just ‘do it’ and forget arguments; but it is also
found in those who, asserting the need for a theological rationale, simply
repeat established formulae while not recognizing that all such formulae are
not only limited by time, but that every theological statement must be open to
reformulation in the light of our existential grasp of the kerugma.
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division.1 Likewise, formal church statements from Roman Catholics
recognise these contradictions in their frantic efforts to find a basis for
exclusion when they acknowledge unity in Baptism: they want both a
single theology of the link between Baptism and the Eucharist and an
ecclesiology of the Eucharist different from that of Baptism.
Meanwhile ordinary Christians, who also are enlightened by the Spirit,
find exclusions offensive to the sense of the welcoming commensality
of Jesus and the merciful invitation of the Father: it is hard to hear the
parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32) and then enforce an
exclusion from what is declared be a feast set in the court of heaven.2
As humans when we sense contradictions, however inchoately, we
suspect that the whole affair involves nonsense.
So how should we go about telling a new story about the Eucharist
and where should we start? This question of starting point is crucial
because since the time of Isidore of Seville (c. 560-636) we have
assumed the past was in continuity and so could start with ‘scripture
and tradition’; then later, ‘tradition’ being found wanting by some, the
starting point was held to be words and stories of the New Testament.3
But since the Eucharist is a ritual, we can begin by noting that ‘giving
thanks’ is a verb and that the Eucharist is an action: it is the act of
offering thanks to God. Moreover, this action of thanking God takes
the form not just of words but of another basic human action: having
meal. Here is a starting point that is not only attested in our stories,
but one that is found in our humanity.
These two related activities, thanking God and sharing meals, are
neither arbitrary nor insignificant activities, but at the core of the
human as creature. A creature is never more true to the creaturely
state of being than in thanking the Source of All for that by which
existence is held in the living state: food. Likewise, thanking God for
food is an activity that we find not only in our own history—it is
placed at the beginning of our mythic history in Gen. 4:2-5—but is
found across the religious spectrum. One has but to look at the
1

George Lindbeck, ‘The Eucharist Tastes Bitter in the Divided Church,’
Spectrum 19(1999): 1 and 4-5.
2
Our song of thanksgiving is addressed to the Father in union with the ranks
of heaven and, through our hiereus, Jesus, is brought into the divine presence:
it is this locus that makes our liturgy an event and not simply a mind-bound
reflection.
3
See the treatment of the Eucharist in his De ecclesiasticis officiis.
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various manifestations of petitions for the harvest and then the
festival at its completion. This action of being thankful for food may
have so changed over time that many who are most familiar with the
recent ritual are uneasy at the sight of the basic action.1 But rather
than seeing origins as merely a primitive locus for an ideal today, we
can see in the origins of every ritual a recall to basic purposes. It may
be that the action that called the ritual into being is now completely
otiose—and its continuance is because it serves some new purpose; or
that the action is still as necessary as ever; or that it is so encrusted
with later layers as to be invisible; or, indeed, that all is just as it
should be. However, searching for the basic rationale of the action—as
distinct from the earliest story about the action—is a valuable activity
for all engaged in the ritual. And we still need food and, as believers in
a Creator, still need to be thankful.
Second, we need to seek out stories that not only are true to the
fundamental action but which can fit with our larger narratives of who
we are as the People of God. Our stories on particular matters are only
as good as their ability to form an integrated story with the gospel,
albeit one that is always incomplete and non-definitive. Moreover, in
the case of stories that seek new beginnings after divisions, the stories
told have to be equally applicable to both sides of the division. This is
where most ecumenical ‘dialogue’ on intercommunion falls totally flat.
The Catholic side seeks desperately to find some way by which they
could admit an ‘outsider’ to their Eucharist—and imagine that all is
well when that occurs. But the issue of whether or not they can
participate in another church’s Eucharist hardly occurs—and when it
is brought up, they revert to a position that is tantamount to saying
‘the others have no Eucharist!’ Catholics repeat in their actions, more
often than in their words, the position of Apostolicae curae as if its
1

There is a very widely held view among some contemporary Christians that
the meal ‘setting’ of the Eucharist was but a convenient ‘occasion’ for
something quite distinct from the meal, or that the meal was merely a
temporary wrapper for a more ‘spiritual’ reality—see, for example, Joseph
Ratzinger, The Spirit of the Liturgy (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2000), 7-8
—but this view not only does not do justice to the historicity of the
incarnation, but must set a low value on the whole significance of meals in the
preaching and memory of Jesus: Dennis E. Smith, From Symposium to
Eucharist: The Banquet in the Early Christian World (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2003).
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position had the fixity as ‘fact’ that one finds in a mathematical
theorem.1 Yet they call for dialogue, express high desires for unity, but
fail to acknowledge that such an approach is no more a dialogue than
the interchange between sentencing judge and the accused in a
courtroom. Those who see the matter of intercommunion as simply a
one-way process—and as a Catholic I am embarrassed to say that this
is how most Catholics I have met express the issue—are then
themselves shocked and affronted if they attend the Eucharist in an
Orthodox church and find themselves excluded—and often
compound the problem with the defence: but I am allowed [by my
law] to receive from you [since one of our own clergy is unavailable]!2
Chauvinism can be a greater source of theological blindness than
formal heresy; so a new story has to be able to be told by anyone who
appreciates the current problem.

A starting in anthropology
Can we sketch out a new story, even in brief? One obvious starting
point is with the place of food in human life: not only is it the sine qua
non (most literally), but is it at the heart of all human culture.3 It was
Plutarch who pointed out that ‘we invite each other to meals not for
the sake of eating and drinking, but for eating and drinking together.’4
Sharing food not only fosters sociability, it creates society. We are not
simply what we eat, nor are we simply animals that form
combinations for feeding purposes: we are beings who share meals.
Meal sharing is as defining a characteristic of humanity as one can
find.5
1

See Bridget Nichols, ‘Intercommunion: A Church of England Perspective’
above, pp. 7-21.
2
Kallistos Ware, ‘Church and Eucharist, Communion and Intercommunion,’
Sobornost 7(1978): 550-67.
3
The literature on the anthropology of meals is vast: two convenient starting
points are Margaret Visser, The Rituals of Dinner: The Origins, Evolution,
Eccentricities, and Meaning of Table Manners (London: Penguin, 1993); and
Martin Jones, Feast: Why Humans Share Food (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2007).
4
Quaestiones conviviales 2,10 (643).
5
The classic Boethian definition, individua substantia rationalis naturae, used
to take its empirical starting point from the simplest evidence for inferential
thinking: tool making—if one found tools, then one had the genus homo.
This, a commonplace in books on human origins of a generation ago, has been
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On this relationship of humanity and sharing food it is easy to miss
two salient facts. First, by far the largest portion of all human effort
down the centuries has been devoted to obtaining, processing
(virtually everything other than certain fruits needs processing), and
consuming food. Second, we are the only animals who cook our food.
Therefore, food is necessarily social, a part not just of human activity
but of culture, a part of our memory and identity.1 Indeed, historians
of culture see the table as the representation of the world, stating:
That the dining table is one of the best places—perhaps the ideal
place, where the desire to communicate with one’s familiars is
expressed with ease and freedom—is so evident and so readily
observable in daily life that there is no need for historical
2
confirmation.

We share food not just with our blood relatives, the biological family,
but in establishing humans bonds: the sharing becoming both the
means and the reality of larger gatherings. These gatherings are not
simply agglomerations but—however fleeting—communities. We can
think of the very stable communities built around eating such as ‘the
sergeants’ mess’, the annual dinner-dance of the golf club, or the
refectory of a religious institute; but we can also think about the
fleeting communities of the families and friends of the couple at a
wedding reception (one of the basic human rites of passage that is
cemented by a meal of distinct families),3 the shared food at a
conference, or simply in terms of those who ‘do lunch’ as part of their
networking. Around the shared food a community, a fictive family, is
called into existence. That we belong to any number of these fictive
families for sharing food transforms us from being isolated individuals
found to be inadequate with advances in primatology which shows such basic
tool-using rationality among the apes. But, to my knowledge, while food
procurement is a shared, and learned, activity among the apes, we have no
evidence that food sharing is a cultural phenomenon in the way it is among
us. However, the basic conclusion seems secure: food sharing is a more
characteristic defining difference for the identification of the human than
rationality.
1
This is explored in O’Loughlin, Eucharist, 61-94.
2
Massimo Montanari, Medieval Tastes: Food, Cooking, and the Table (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 177-92 at 177.
3
See Simon R. Charsley, Wedding Cakes and Cultural History (London:
Routledge, 1992).
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to being part of this and then of that community, while we are also
aware of those more stable communities where we belong—and in
those communities we will usually have memories of shared meals.
Can you imagine any significant celebration without a feast? We could
use a shorthand from Christian tradition and see the sharing of food
as the natural sacrament of human community. Now bear in mind
that one of the ways that the followers of Jesus thought about
themselves was as guests at a feast.1
But shared meals are not only at the base of society, they are found
across the religious spectrum of mankind. Indeed, as soon as one
looks at a religion as anything more than a set of abstract ideas one is
lead quickly from the library into the kitchen. There are special foods
for this feast or that group, foods to be avoided always or for a specific
time, festivals which need food for special banquets, and there is a
detailed appreciation of the links between certain foods and certain
meals. We might think of the lamb that was prescribed for the
Passover meal (Exod. 12), while, being of a somewhat traditional bent
myself, I cannot imagine a Christmas lunch without a plum pudding
and brandy butter! Moreover, there are not just all the things that
happen with food, shared food is an ubiquitous theme in religions’
stories: we need only recall the story of Abraham’s feast for the
strangers (Gen. 18) or Jesus’ parables involving feasts. Religious
memory, sharing food, and cultural/community memory are not
merely overlapping categories, but overlapping realities.
For our purposes, ancient Judaism supplies both a relevant—for it
constituted the meal awareness of Jesus and his followers—and
convenient—for we all have access to the basic texts in our bibles—
source of examples. Moreover, the connections between religion and
food can be observed at many levels both in practice and story. In
practice there are the festival meals—explicitly linked to the liturgical
year just as it was, in many cases, originally linked to the annual cycle
of food production. We can think of it also in terms of the temple
rituals—the sacrifices were imagined as presenting and sharing a meal
with the Lord: many offerings were shared between the offerer, the
priests, and the Lord whose altar (physically a giant elevated bonfire)
was imagined as his table. God not only accepted his share of food,
1

See Michael Wolter, ‘Primitive Christianity as a Feast’ in Christopher M.
Tuckett (ed.), Feasts and Festivals (Leuven: Peeters, 2009), 171-82.
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but even of beer!1 Every sacrifice of thanksgiving involved not just that
which was the Lord’s portion, but involved a meal of the community.2
The banquet—so familiar to us because of its place in early Christian
story—was a central element in the Jewish story: the Lord would
gather his scattered people and provide for them the banquet of
banquets.3 But the links between food and religion were most often
seen at the domestic level: the great occasional meals assumed the
regularity of the Sabbath-eve meal, and that meal assumed that every
meal was graced by thanksgiving. One was not to eat without blessing
the Lord.4 To belong to the community of the covenant was to thank
God for his goodness in providing food. And so we find guidance, in
the Book of Sirach, for a young man on how to bless God for food at a
banquet so that he does it properly, but without droning on;5 we have
the descriptions of the first sung eucharistic prayers in the
descriptions of the meals of the Therapeutae;6 while the first texts7 of
Christian eucharistic prayers we possess come from the Didache where
1

See Michael M. Homan, ‘Beer and its Drinkers: An Ancient Near Easter Love
Story,’ Near Eastern Archaeology 67(2004), 84-95
2
Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews 3, 224-6; and see O’Loughlin, Eucharist,
131-4.
3
For example: Isa. 25:6 or 55:1-2; see Mary Marshall, ‘“Blessed is anyone who
will eat bread in the Kingdom of God.” A brief study of Luke 14.15 in its
context,’ in Christopher M. Tuckett (ed.), Feasts and Festivals (Leuven:
Peeters, 2009), 97-106.
4
Baruch M. Bokser, ‘Ma’al and Blessings over Food: Rabbinic Transformation
of Cultic Terminology and Alternative Modes of Piety,’ Journal of Biblical
Literature 100(1981): 557-74; and T. O’Loughlin, ‘The Prayers of the Liturgy’ in
Vivian Boland and Thomas McCarthy (eds.), The Word is Flesh and Blood: The
Eucharist and Sacred Scripture—Festschrift for Prof. Wilfrid Harrington
(Dublin: Dominican Publications, 2012), 113-22.
5
Sir. 31:12-32:13—and note that there are echoes of this in early Christian
writings (e.g. 1 Cor. 10:7 and Luke 10:8); see Peter-Ben Smit, ‘A Symposiastic
Background to James?’ New Testament Studies 58(2011), 105-22 who describes
this section of Sirach as the ‘cultural encyclopedia’ of the early followers of
Jesus in their meal practices.
6
Philo, De vita contemplativa 64-78; see O’Loughlin, Eucharist, 84-7.
7
We do not have any recorded words of blessing in the gospels, only the
words addressed to the audience about what to do; see Thomas O’Loughlin,
‘The “Eucharistic Words of Jesus”: An Un-noticed Silence in our Earliest
Sources,’ Anaphora 8/1(2014): 1-12.
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some texts are provided, for committal to memory and use by those
who, taking a lead at a community meal/Eucharist, do not have the
abilities of the prophets to improvise.1 If meals are central to our
humanity and society, then it is equally true they are central to our
specific religious inheritance.
But surely there are more significant religious activities than ‘saying
grace’ for food which, for most of us, seems overly pious, is often
slightly embarrassing, and when done is often formulaic and
perfunctory? Surely ‘Eucharist’ must have another starting point? In
contrast to the widely held perceptions we might note three points.
First, a fundamental element of our faith is that we are creatures,
dependant for our being, absolutely,2 upon God. We are equally
dependent for our actual existence on food. Though this sense of
dependence is lost to a large extent within our society, that does not
gainsay the reality. Therefore, making ourselves keenly aware of this
at the heart of our worship is to be very well grounded in our divinely
dependent ontology.3 Second, the basic attitude of creatures is that of
thanksgiving in the midst of the realisation of dependence. To thank
God is an acknowledgment not only of God’s goodness and mercy but
of our situation. As the Catholic third Eucharistic Prayer states: ‘you
are worthy of praise from every creature which has its being from
you.’4 Third, celebration is the fundamental note of our existence
following not only from our acknowledgment that God is good and all
that is created is good, very good (Gen. 1), but also from our joy that
we are a reborn and re-created people in the Christ.

From meal to church
But if every shared meal of a gathering is a fictive family and a human
unity, is it simply a case that if they are Christians, then that meal is a
church? Church being, in this case, simply a religious ‘take’ on a
human reality. First, let us acknowledge that this is a real human unity
when a group share food, but to be a church is something ‘more’: it is
an identity both before others and before God. This transformation
from fictive family to the People of God is the work of the Spirit. It is
1

Didache 10,7.
This is the significance of the shorthand ‘creatio ex nihilo.’
3
Indeed, the preaching of this dependence may be part of our ecological
responsibility: this is our Sitz-im-Leben affecting our kerugma.
4
… et merito te laudat omnis a te condita creatura …
2
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the Spirit’s hovering that transforms us from being a unified people to
being a people united in Christ in praise of the Father. A church—an
actual gathering of disciples—is never simply a product of human
effort but the work of the Spirit. Curiously, we forget this when we
think of a church as an assembly of the baptised (or those baptised
into a particular communion) or when we use phrases like ‘no priest,
no Eucharist; no Eucharist, no church’. But an assembly, however
unified, becomes the People of the Covenant through the Spirit. It is
the Spirit who enables us to see through the dark glass of the world of
signs to the realities of the Divine; it is the Spirit who inspires our
memories so that our recollection is not simple a reverie but a
participation in the reality remembered: ‘by the Spirit’s power, you
Lord give all life and holiness and gather a people to yourself.’1
We have created many theologies of the Eucharist which have either
marginalised the Spirit—the Roman Canon never mentioned the
Spirit and can only be said to have an epiclesis by a very
accommodating reading—or packaged the role of the Spirit to a
specific role in the ‘action’ which, for Catholics, was not to be seen to
cut across the operative force of the words of consecration uttered by
a validly ordained priest. But any new story of the Eucharist, which
takes its basis in its origins as a meal of the disciples, must equally
present it as the meal of the Church through the presence of the Spirit
in the individuals and in the community.

And of intercommunion?
A meal is a ritual with its own grammar and expectations—this is a
reality we must not only acknowledge but honour as part of the plan
of creation. I cannot share a meal with you, or you with me, or either
of us with a community if I refuse to eat or refuse your eating with me.
Can one imagine being allowed to come to a party and then being
told: ‘you may not eat!’? Can you imagine letting someone come to
your table and then refusing to share with them? Such behaviour
breaks the grammar of meals and a most basic human code.2 So it is at
the Eucharist. One can either have signs up outside saying ‘only such1

Eucharistic Prayer 3: Domine … Spiritus Sancti operante virtute, vivificas et
sanctificas universa, et populum tibi congregare non desinis.
2
I have tried to develop this link of argument in ‘Theologies of
Intercommunion: Responding to a Recent Papal Request,’ New Blackfriars
(DOI: 10.1111/nbfr.121980 [currently published on-line, print version May 2016].
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and-such kinds of Christians, in good standing, can enter here’ (and
there have been many cases of this in the past) or one can welcome all
who come, for the call to come is not from us but from the Spirit, and
then with those people, be they sinners or schismatics (and which is
without sin and which is so totally united to our sisters and brothers
that we are not somehow astray), follow the grammar of what one is
doing, and since that is sharing the Lord’s Supper, we share together.
But what if I find myself at a meal of another church, another
community, where I have been welcomed or at least not excluded?
Am I free to sit at that table and not share? Would I behave like this at
the table of friend or would I consider such behaviour boorish or
worse? Indeed, if I do not share I am now the one creating division at
the table that is the table of unity. This is, in fact, not a new problem,
not even a problem that has it origins in Reformation of the sixteenth
century nor in the eucharistic schism between East and West
consequent on the introduction of unleavened bread by the Latins,1
but goes all the way back to the late first century and the disputes
between Jewish-Christians and gentile-Christians.2 The solution then,
and still today, lies in one’s pneumatology. Who has gathered this
church? Who animates it in its recollection of the Lord Jesus? Who
empowers it in its thanksgiving to the Father? And, who transforms
this human unity and human meal into the unity of the re-gathered
people sharing in the taster of the eschatological banquet? If the
answer is the Spirit—and the alternative is that such a community is
cut off from the Spirit—then we should rejoice and share in the
banquet.
This essay is not intended as a finished argument, its aim is to
suggest three points: (1) seeking a consistent solution to old
arguments does not produce results, the inconsistencies produced
over time simple compel the disputants to repetition or merely to shift
the sticking point; (2) a starting point within the anthropology of
meals has much to recommend it in that it looks to our origins and
the example of Jesus and is located within created nature—that nature
1

See J.H. Erickson, ‘Leavened and Unleavened: Some Theological Implications
of the Schism of 1054,’ St Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 14(1970): 155-76.
2
See Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘Sharing Food and Breaking Boundaries: reading of
Acts 10-11:18 as a key to Luke’s ecumenical agenda in Acts,’ Transformation
32(2015): 27-37.
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which grace brings to completion; and (3) if we seek a new story to
fulfil a basic longing of the Eucharist, that we might be one with the
Lord as his table, then a story based in our pneumatology may repair a
gap while opening up a new way of speaking of the Eucharist. That
such a new story is needed was implicitly recognised in the encounter
between Anke de Bernardis and Pope Francis in November 2015, just
as it was recognised in this prayer from a time when the Eucharist was
a real banquet with many stories of its significance:
Remember, O Lord God, your church
Deliver her from evil
Complete her in your love
and gather her from the four winds into your kingdom
which you have prepared for her
for yours is the power and the glory forever (Didache 10:5).
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INTERCOMMUNION: THE POPE AND CANON LAW
James M. Cassidy CRIC*
A canon lawyer presents the succession of Roman Catholic legislative
texts on the issue of intercommunion that have appeared between 1964
and 1998 so that what is legally permissible is clearly set out. This
assembly of texts can be seen as the background to the comment of
Pope Francis in November 2015. This paper is solely concerned with the
situation of a non-Catholic wishing to receive Communion at a Roman
Catholic liturgy. The parallel situation of a Catholic participating by
receiving Communion in a non-Catholic liturgy is not considered.
In November 2015 the Pope went to the Lutheran Church in Rome,
and while there Anke de Bernardis, a Lutheran, married to a Catholic,
expressed sorrow at not being able to partake of Holy Communion
together with her husband, and asked the Pope ‘What more can we do
to reach communion on this point?’ The Pope replied: ‘I don’t know
how to answer. … I would never dare to give permission to do this
because I do not have the authority. … I do not dare say more.’
In fact, the Pope could have said more. Since 1964 there has been
organic development of the teaching of the Church. In 1964, the
Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis redintegratio) of the Second Council
of the Vatican, had said:
Witness to the unity of the Church very generally forbids common
worship to Christians, but the grace to be had from this sometimes
commends this practice (8).

In 1967 the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity issued Part 1 of an
Ecumenical Directory. This elaborated the Decree:

*

James Cassidy is Ecumenical Officer for the Catholic Diocese of
Northampton, and a parish priest in Milton Keynes. He has degrees in canon
law from Rome and Leuven. His PhD thesis was on membership of the Church
in Local Ecumenical Partnerships. He serves on the editorial board of One in
Christ.
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The Church can for adequate reasons, allow access to those sacraments
[Eucharist, penance, anointing of the sick] to a separated person. This
may be permitted in danger of death, or in urgent need (during
persecution, in prison) if the separated person has no access to a
minister of his own communion, and spontaneously asks a Catholic
priest for the sacraments—so long as he declares a faith in these
sacraments in harmony with the Church and is rightly disposed. In
other cases the judge of this urgent necessity must be the diocesan
bishop of the episcopal conference (55).

This was developed in the Instruction, also from the Pontifical Council
for Christian Unity, ‘On admitting other Christians to Eucharistic
Communion in the Catholic Church’ on 1 June 1972. It said:
Of its very nature, celebration of the Eucharist signifies the fullness
of profession of faith and the fullness of ecclesial communion. This
principle must not be obscured and must remain our guide in this
field (IV.1).
The principle will not be obscured if admission to Catholic eucharistic
communion is confined to particular cases of those Christians who
have a faith in the sacrament in conformity with that of the Church,
who experience a serious spiritual need for the eucharistic sustenance,
who for a prolonged period are unable to have recourse to a minister of
their own community, and who ask for the sacrament of their own
accord; all this provided that they have proper dispositions and lead
lives worthy of a Christian. This spiritual need should be understood in
the sense defined above: a need for an increase in spiritual life and a
need for a deeper involvement in the mystery of the Church and of its
unity. Further, even if those conditions are fulfilled, it will be a pastoral
responsibility to see that the admission of these other Christians to
communion does not endanger or disturb the faith of Catholics (IV.2).

This was followed later that year, on 17 October, by a ‘Note’
interpreting the Instruction ‘On admitting other Christians to
Eucharistic Communion in the Catholic Church.’ This clarification
stated:
Within the full communion of faith, Eucharistic communion is the
expression of this full communion and therefore of the unity of the
faithful; at the same time it is the means of maintaining and
reinforcing this unity. But Eucharistic communion practised by those
who are not in full ecclesial communion with each other cannot be the
expression of that full unity which the Eucharist of its nature signifies
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and which in this case does not exist; for this reason such communion
cannot be regarded as a means to be used to lead to full ecclesial
communion (4).
All the same, both the Ecumenical Directory and the Instruction,
on the strength of what has already been said in the Vatican
Council’s Decree on Ecumenism, allow the possibility of exceptions
insofar as the Eucharist is necessary spiritual nourishment for the
Christian life (5).
It is the local ordinary’s responsibility to examine these exceptional
cases and make concrete decisions. The Instruction recalls that the
Ecumenical Directory gives the episcopal authority power to decide
whether in these rare cases the required conditions are present or
not (6).

The Codes of Canon Law of 1983 (the Latin Church) and 1990 (the
Eastern Churches in communion with Rome) move on a bit from the
‘rare cases’ mentioned in the two documents from 1972. The code of
the Latin Church states:
If the danger of death is present or if, in the judgment of the diocesan
bishop or conference of bishops, some other grave necessity urges it,
Catholic ministers administer these same sacraments licitly also to
other Christians not having full communion with the Catholic Church,
who cannot approach a minister of their own community and who
seek such on their own accord, provided that they manifest Catholic
faith in respect to these sacraments and are properly disposed (Canon
844, 4).
For the cases mentioned in paragraphs 2, 3 and 4, the diocesan bishop
or conference of bishops is not to issue general norms except after
consultation at least with the local competent authority of the
interested non-Catholic Church or community (Canon 844, 5).

The Code for the Eastern Churches states:
If there is a danger of death or another matter of serious necessity in
the judgment of the eparchial bishop, the synod of bishops of the
patriarchal Church or the council of hierarchs, Catholic ministers
licitly administer the same sacraments also to other Christians not
having full communion with the Catholic Church, who cannot
approach the ministers of their own ecclesial communities and who
request them on their own, provided they manifest a faith consonant
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with that of the Catholic Church concerning these sacraments and are
rightly disposed (Canon 671, 4).
For the cases in 2, 3 and 4, norms of particular law are to be enacted
only after consultation with at least the local competent authority of
the non-Catholic Church or ecclesial community concerned (Canon
671, 5).

The Pontifical Council issued a Second Ecumenical Directory in
1993—and there has not been any further document on the subject. It
goes further than its earlier publications, and reflects the Codes of
Canon Law. Here is what it states:
A sacrament is an act of Christ and of the Church through the Spirit.
Its celebration in a concrete community is the sign of the reality of its
unity in faith, worship and community life. As well as being signs,
sacraments—most specially the Eucharist—are sources of the unity of
the Christian community and of spiritual life, and are means for
building them up. Thus Eucharistic communion is inseparably linked
to full ecclesial communion and its visible expression.
At the same time, the Catholic Church teaches that by baptism
members of other Churches and ecclesial Communities are brought
into a real, even if imperfect communion, with the Catholic Church
and that ‘baptism, which constitutes the sacramental bond of unity
existing among all who through it are reborn ... is wholly directed
toward the acquiring of fullness of life in Christ’ (Unitatis redintegratio,
22). The Eucharist is, for the baptized, a spiritual food which enables
them to overcome sin and to live the very life of Christ, to be
incorporated more profoundly in Him and share more intensely in the
whole economy of the Mystery of Christ.
It is in the light of these two basic principles, which must always be
taken into account together, that in general the Catholic Church
permits access to its Eucharistic communion and to the sacraments of
penance and anointing of the sick, only to those who share its oneness
in faith, worship and ecclesial life. For the same reasons, it also
recognizes that in certain circumstances, by way of exception, and
under certain conditions, access to these sacraments may be
permitted, or even commended, for Christians of other Churches and
ecclesial Communities (129).
In case of danger of death, Catholic ministers may administer these
sacraments when the conditions given below (n. 131) are present. In
other cases, it is strongly recommended that the diocesan Bishop,
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taking into account any norms which may have been established for
this matter by the Episcopal Conference or by the Synods of Eastern
Catholic Churches, establish general norms for judging situations of
grave and pressing need and for verifying the conditions mentioned
below (n. 131). In accord with Canon Law, these general norms are to
be established only after consultation with at least the local competent
authority of the other interested Church or ecclesial Community.
Catholic ministers will judge individual cases and administer these
sacraments only in accord with these established norms, where they
exist. Otherwise they will judge according to the norms of this
Directory (130).
The conditions under which a Catholic minister may administer the
sacraments of the Eucharist, of penance and of the anointing of the
sick to a baptized person who may be found in the circumstances
given above (n. 130) are that the person be unable to have recourse
for the sacrament desired to a minister of his or her own Church or
ecclesial Community, ask for the sacrament of his or her own
initiative, manifest Catholic faith in this sacrament and be properly
disposed (131).

The Encyclical of Pope St John Paul II of 1995, Ut unum sint, did not
add anything to this. However, in 1998 the Roman Catholic Bishops of
England and Wales, in conjunction with the Bishops of Scotland and
Ireland issued One Bread One Body to clarify matters for these isles.
The relevant paragraphs are:
The Catholic Church recognises that in particular circumstances, by
way of exception and under certain conditions, admission to Holy
Communion and to the sacraments of Reconciliation and Anointing of
the Sick may be permitted, or even commended, for Christians
belonging to communities not in full communion with the Catholic
Church. The norms we establish apply to individual cases rather than
categories of situations. When applying these norms to a particular
case, there is no intention to present that case as a type or precedent
for other apparently similar cases. In other words, a specific and
particular case is being acted upon rather than a category being
created. Each individual case in which admission is sought must be
examined on its own merits (107).
In what particular circumstances might admission to the sacraments
be allowed? The Directory gives general permission in one case only:
danger of death. In other cases, a discernment of the situation of the
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individual has to be made. The general description of such need is
that it be ‘grave and pressing’. What, then, would be examples of
such ‘grave and pressing need’? The 1967 Ecumenical Directory
highlights people suffering persecution or in prison, but also
mentions ‘other cases of such urgent necessity’. A later document
made clear that such cases are not limited to situations of suffering
and danger. [This is a reference to the June 1972 document, §VI,
which gives examples of ‘other cases of such urgent necessity.’]
Christians not in full communion with the Catholic Church could
find themselves ‘in grave spiritual necessity and with no chance of
recourse to their own community’, such as when scattered in
predominantly Catholic regions. The Church’s law requires the
need to be both grave and pressing. Such a need is more than a
passing desire, or something arising simply from the sadness of
feeling left out in a particular celebration (108).
What do we mean by a ‘unique occasion’ in the life of a family or an
individual? We are thinking of an occasion which of its nature is
unrepeatable, a ‘one-off’ situation at a given moment which will not
come again. This may well be associated with the most significant
moments of a person’s life, for example, at the moments of
Christian initiation (Baptism, Confirmation, First Communion),
Marriage, Ordination and death (109).
The Directory also envisages that a grave and pressing need may be
experienced in some mixed marriages. This is the only
circumstance explicitly added to those mentioned in previous
documents. Precisely because of problems concerning Eucharistic
sharing which may arise from the presence of other Christians, it is
envisaged that a mixed marriage will usually be celebrated outside
Mass. In our countries, the bishops have given consent to the
celebration of such a marriage within Mass, when it seems
appropriate to the couple and to the presiding Catholic minister. If
a large number of people belonging to different Christian traditions
is to be present, the fact that they cannot receive Holy Communion
needs to be considered. They should, however, be invited to
participate in every other way they can, and the priest or deacon
should encourage them to do so (110).
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Over the course of these documents one can see the clear growth of
teaching:
• 1964: Common worship very generally not permitted.
• 1967: Sharing of the Eucharist, in danger of death, or during
persecution, permitted. Other urgent cases to be judged by the
bishop.
• 1972: Communion may be given in particular cases, including
spiritual need, for the Eucharist is necessary spiritual nourishment
for the Christian life, to those who do not have access to their own
ministers for a prolonged period. The ordinary is to judge the
cases.
• 1983 and 1990: Communion may be given in danger of death or
when there is a grave necessity to those who cannot approach a
minister of their own community and who seek such of their own
accord, provided that they manifest Catholic faith in respect to
these sacraments and are properly disposed. The requirement of
prolonged absence of access to a Minister has fallen away.
• 1993: Repeats the Codes, adding that Communion may be given in
case of danger of death, or other grave and pressing needs,
following norms established by the Episcopal Conferences.
• 1998: The ‘grave and pressing need’ to share in Communion could
be a one-off occurrence, such as a marriage, baptism, or funeral.
The development over the 34 years is noticeable. One Bread One Body
encourages people to ask the bishop, or his delegate, if they think that
they should/could receive Communion at Mass (112, 113). This is very
different from Unitatis redintegratio.
The Italian bishops have not issued a similar document to One Bread
One Body. (The only document from the Italian Bishops’ Conference
that I have been able to locate is one on pastoral relations with
Eastern Non-Catholic Christians.) However, we can recall that Pope
Francis studied for his doctorate in Germany, and therefore possibly
was not unaware of relationships between the denominations there.
His statement in the Lutheran Church in Rome may be seen as an
encouragement to the Italian bishops.
It is clear that the western Code of Canon Law would permit
eucharistic sharing were it a ‘grave or pressing need’. The elaboration
of the bishops of these isles make it crystal clear that were the pope to
visit the U.K. or Ireland the One Bread One Body rules would apply to
a ‘unique occasion’. Indeed one wonders what all the fuss was about.
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A REFLECTION ON CATHOLIC CONCERNS REGARDING
EUCHARISTIC INTERCOMMUNION AMONG CHRISTIANS
John Ball MHM*
A reflection on how Catholics need to revise how they imagine the
sacraments, and how such a re-imagining may allow us to see a way
through the current difficulties that arise from the Catholic side in
many ecumenical discussions.
I made my First Communion at the age of seven in the 1930s. My
godfather was a priest. He, my mother and I, were the only ones at my
First Communion and my recollections are that going to Communion
was a personal happening, that it involved a time of reflection that
extended after Mass, a time shared between Christ and myself alone.
My secondary schooling was in Glasgow in the 1940s. I went to a
Catholic school. With regard to other Christians there was ‘them’ and
‘us’. And, we were right and they were wrong. When I came to study
theology in the 1950s, systematic theology began with the course
named De Ecclesia, (‘On the Church’). To a large extent it consisted in
the proofs that we alone, the Catholics, were the true church. We had
the Tradition, the apostolic continuity, the constant tie with Rome
and ‘the throne of Peter’. We alone had preserved this consistent link,
we alone had preserved valid orders, others had broken the tradition
somewhere along the line.
Underlying this was an approach to sacraments that was quasiphysical. If the right ‘Matter’ and ‘Form’—a way of looking at the
mysteries derived from how Aristotle, the ancient Greek philosopher,
sought to understand physical objects—were not present, then there
could be no valid sacrament. In the 1950s, Pope Pius XII decreed what
was precisely the ‘Matter’ in the sacrament of Orders—it was not the
handing over of the instruments, but solely the imposition of the
*

John Ball is a priest of the Mill Hill Missionaries who has written on the
anthropology of the sacraments. Now retired from formal work he continues
to teach theology in a north London sixth-form college and to minister as a
chaplain to the Poor Clare community in Arkley, Barnet.
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bishop’s hands. (I distinctly recall the bishop imposing his hands so
forcibly, to ensure validity, that I was pushed downwards.) It was as
though the ‘machinery’ for the celebration of a sacrament was exact,
this minister, this Matter, these words, and it ‘worked’. And I suspect
this sort of approach to the whole of theology, not just sacramental
theology, underlies much of the present day tensions over the issue of
intercommunion. There are rules that must be adhered to. And the
rules erect the barricades: the ‘Thou shalt nots’, and the imperatives:
the ‘Thou musts’.
The Second Vatican Council, now a lifetime ago, invited us to a
willingness to think afresh how the Christian message might be
proclaimed anew to today’s society. Why? Because the substance of
the Gospel is one thing, its presentation something other. We need
pastoral care for a needy world, rather than the maintenance of the
barricades that were thrown up in bitter fighting between Christians.
But, say the ‘physicalists’, we need the barricades, you must not
change anything at all or it does not ‘work’. Whilst, certainly in the
West, there is a search for something more, a genuine search for
spirituality, and ways to celebrate that in one’s life, there is a turning
away from the inherited patterns of religious structures, the ‘readymade religions’.
But if we abandon all the traditional ‘structures’ how are we to
establish the validity of the Sacrament? Or is there no need for such a
notion as validity? Yet, if there are no outward signs, how are we to
establish the meaning of the Eucharist? We need a via media between
the quasi-physical causality defined by canons, and a vague
spirituality where ‘anything goes’ that welcomes all forms and none.
There must be some structures.
Sacramental causality is symbolic causality. To the objection ‘but in
the Eucharist the presence of Christ is real, it is not just symbol’, I
would reply that there is nothing more really real than symbolic
reality. Symbol, not just sign. The physical is inadequate. Certainly
Christ is not physically present. So how is he really present?
Aquinas taught that all our language about God is analogical, both
true and false. It is true, but our human language is finite and must
fall short of the infinite reality of God. When he used an Aristotelian
philosophical concept—that of ‘Substance and Accident’—to try to
offer some insight into the mystery of the Eucharist, he did not mean
that the substance of bread is chemical, physical, carbon, oxygen,
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hydrogen, nitrogen … What he meant was the meaning of bread, what
does it mean for us human beings to speak of ‘bread’? For this is its
substance. And in the Eucharist this meaning is changed. ‘I am the
bread of life … this is my body.’ This is the new reality, the new
meaning of this bread. This is its new substance.
All our language involves more than the mere physical. All of our
language involves depth of meaning, and symbol reaches to the
deepest depth of meaning, beyond things of this world to the
transcendent. And the tradition has preserved the substance of this
meaning. But we have to re-present it for our society.
So what might be necessary for there to be true, or valid Eucharist,
for us to share communion?
Here are a few key points:
• Christ. If Christ is not somehow present, then this is not the
Eucharist.
• Community. In his first Letter to the Corinthians, St Paul insists
that if there is no real community, that is not the Lord’s Supper.
It is significant that many Catholic parishes now celebrate
baptisms during the parish Sunday Mass: the candidate is
baptized into the community.
• Continuity. There must be a clear and continuous link with the
tradition. We can try to determine how far this demands the link
with Rome (but not in the sense Pius IX gave this: ‘traditio sono
io’)—I would myself feel the need for some clear authority. Some
would hold that Scripture is sufficient authority.
• Justice. Pope Francis said at the recent Eucharistic Congress in
the Philippines that the Eucharist ‘calls us to justice’ (1
Corinthians again!). Not that once we have celebrated the
Eucharist, then we must seek social justice, but that in and
through the celebration we seek this justice. This is the liberation
theology of South America. And …
• World. We cannot separate the Eucharist from the reality of our
world. The substance remains, the presentation must be
contextual, or it will be meaningless.
Sacraments are of this world, they are physical events. It is through
them that we reach for the things of God.
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PERSONAL REFLECTIONS ON THE SYNODS OF BISHOPS
ON THE FAMILY
Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi*
This article contains the 2016 John Coventry Memorial Lecture which
was organized by the Association of Interchurch Families in London on
19 March 2016. The lecture provides reflections on and an evaluation of
the two Roman Synods of Bishops on the family in 2014 and 2015 from
the perspectives of interchurch families and introduces the book Being
One at Home: Interchurch Families as Domestic Churches edited by
1
Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi and Ray Temmerman, 2015.
To reflect as a theologian and Catholic Christian on the bishops’
synods is a risky and provisional undertaking. Provisional, first
because precisely the synodal process is still in progress and secondly,
because I have no idea what Pope Francis, the pope of surprises, will
do with the propositions of the synod fathers in his post-synodal
exhortation.
But my task is also risky because my assessment of the synods is not
only based on sober theological analysis but also mixed up with
personal feelings, preferences and expectations. I have a feeling of
gratitude and satisfaction because I am thrilled by the fact that the
topic of marriage and family has all suddenly received so much
attention in the church and beyond. Yet, I am also disappointed with
the concrete results of the synods because they did not meet my initial
expectations.
So, I will try to address some of the issues which render my task a
difficult one and hope that in the end I will have provided you with a
full-fledged lecture.
*

Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi holds the INTAMS Chair for the Study of
Marriage & Spirituality at the Faculty of Theology and Religious Studies of the
Catholic University of Leuven, Belgium. He is the coordinator of the
Interchurch Families International Network.
1
For a review of this book see below, 164-71
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1. A Sense of Gratification and Satisfaction
In the 1980 December issue of The Furrow, the Irish Redemptorist and
Professor of Moral Theology at the in Rome, Sean O’Riordan, looked
back on the Fifth General Assembly of the Synod of Bishops on the
family which had just closed. Struck by the strong and powerful
address which the then new Pope John Paul II had given at the closing
session, he concluded his article in the following way:
At the heart of the programme [of Pope John Paul II] lies a
traditionalist vision of the values and principles implied in the
sacrament of matrimony; but it is a traditionalist vision that is also
mystical and prophetic and that seeks to rebuild Christian life today
rather than try to bring it back to an irretrievable past. This is a mighty
project but it necessarily raises many questions at different levels,
theological, ecclesiological, pastoral and sociological. To take one
central point in the project: will Pope John Paul II succeed in carrying
the whole Church with him in the full implementation of the teaching
of Humanae Vitae in regard to birth regulation? If so, he will have
succeeded in doing something that Paul VI did not succeed in doing.
But if he too fails to create a unified Church stance here, what then? A
situation could develop in which his teaching would have less and less
effect on actual Christian living today while the man himself would
still be highly popular. Ecclesiologically it would be a very difficult and
complex situation. But there is no sign at all that the Polish Pope ‘who
comes from afar’ is afraid that he might find himself in such a
situation. He seems to be quite confident that he can carry the Church
with him all the way. Will he in fact be able to do so? Only time can
1
tell.

Thirty-five years later we know that John Paul II’s conviction and
courage did not suffice to ‘carry the whole church with him’. The
various questionnaires and surveys which have been produced in the
run-up to the First Extraordinary Assembly of the Synod of Bishops in
2014 have provided sufficient and compelling evidence that a large
portion of committed Catholics do not agree with the church’s
response to current challenges to sexual, conjugal and family life—
with contraception heading the list of contested issues, followed by
unmarried cohabitation and remarriage after divorce which were high
1

S. O’Riordan: “‘The Synod on the Family, 1980”’, in: The Furrow 31/12 (1980),
759-777, 776f.
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on the agenda already at the 1980 synod, and homosexuality and
same-sex relations which have been added since then to the concerns
of many faithful. Conservatives in the Roman Catholic Church have
also come to realize that the discrepancy between the magisterium’s
moral instruction and the moral insights of the people of God is not
primarily due to the failure of pastors and catechists who have not
succeeded in rendering the message understandable and
communicable. The New York columnist Ross Douthat, himself a
converted Catholic, has recently claimed that the ‘master narrative’ of
conservative Catholicism is in crisis. This master narrative goes as
follows:
Once, fifty years ago, there was an ecumenical council of the Church.
Its goal was to reorient Catholicism away from its nineteenth-century
fortress mentality, to open a new dialogue with the modern world, to
look more deeply into the Catholic past in order to prepare for the
Catholic future, and to usher in an era of evangelization and renewal.
This was not intended to be a revolutionary council, and nothing in its
deliberations, documents, and reforms was meant to rewrite doctrine
or Protestantize the faith. But the council’s sessions coincided with an
era of social upheaval and cultural revolution in the West, and the
hoped-for renewal was hijacked, in many cases, by those for whom
renewal meant an accommodation to the spirit of the 1960s, and the
transformation of the Church along liberal Protestant lines.
Soon, two parties developed: One followed the actual documents of
the council and urged the Church to maintain continuity with Catholic
teaching and tradition, and the other was loyal to a ‘spirit of the
council’ that just happened to coincide with the cultural fashions that
came in its wake.
The second party had its way in many Catholic institutions—
seminaries and religious orders, Catholic universities and diocesan
bureaucracies—for many years. The results were at best disappointing,
at worst disastrous: collapsing Mass attendance, vanishing vocations, a
swift erosion of Catholic identity everywhere you looked.
But fortunately for the Church, a pope was elected who belonged to
the first party, who rejected the hermeneutic of rupture, who carried
the true intentions of the council forward while proclaiming the
ancient truths of Catholicism anew. And while a liberalized,
accommodationist Catholicism failed to reproduce itself and began to
(literally) die out, the Catholic witness of this pope and his successor
inspired exactly the kind of renewal the council fathers had hoped for:
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a generation of bishops, priests, and laity prepared to witness to the
1
fullness of Catholicism, the splendor of its truth.

This story, however, is showing rifts, at least since the pontificate of
Pope Francis. Douthat reveals its flaw in that conservatives have
underestimated the potential and the resilience of progressive
Catholicism. Their somewhat naïve optimism made them believe that
theological liberalism had had its time and that John Paul’s papal
conservatism had irrevocably stabilized the church and even to some
degree influenced the wider culture. They were mistaken, however.
The polarized debates at and surrounding the two recent bishops’
synods have shown that liberal Catholicism had never disappeared. It
just hibernated during the era of John Paul II and Benedict XVI and all
too eagerly seized the moment when the newly elected Jorge
Bergoglio ‘in words, deeds and appointments … reopened doors that
seemed to be closed since 1978, offering liberal Catholicism a second
chance, a new springtime of the sort that seemed hard to imagine just
a few short years ago.’
As much as I agree with Douthat’s thesis that the conservative
master narrative was flawed, I do not believe that what is at stake here
is a simple miscalculation of the real power constellations in the
church nor a false sense of security from the side of the conservatives
who naively presumed that the papacy is ‘the first bulwark of
orthodoxy’—which was true for John Paul and Benedict but seems no
longer so for Francis. It may be right and can only be applauded when
Douthat calls on John Paul II-era Catholicism to ‘think more deeply’—
instead of relying on arguments thought to be won once and forever—
and to provide in particular ‘a more robust theory of the development
of doctrine’. But I do not see what such a theory will be substantially
about if its proponents are as quick as the author quoted here to
conjure up the ghost of a ‘Hegelian understanding’, i.e. the view that
‘history will have its way’ and to denounce what he calls the
‘Protestantization’ of the faith. Being myself a Roman Catholic
married to a Protestant like many of those here present, I have come
to learn from my marital life as much as from theological study what
Protestant thought has in fact contributed to my own understanding
1

See R. Douthat, ‘A Crisis of Conservative Catholicism’,
http://www.firstthings.com/article/2016/01/a-crisis-of-conservativecatholicism.
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and living of the ‘Catholic faith’. It is such rude and thoughtless
predication based on an excessive need for demarcation that
disqualify Catholic conservativism in my eyes and make it difficult to
respond to Douthat’s cryptic invitation to go beyond the usual
ideological barriers and redefine the ‘Catholic center’.
I do not have the intention to further enter into this discussion with
our author, but there is one element in Douthat’s analysis which I find
plausible and worth considering in the context of the recent bishops’
synods. Douthat writes that ‘for all its future-oriented rhetoric,
Vatican II’s clearest achievements were mostly backward-looking. It
dealt impressively with problems that came to the fore during the
crises and debates of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
(the Church’s relationship to democracy, to religious liberty…). But its
deliberations simply took place too soon to address the problems that
broke across Catholicism and Christianity with the sexual revolution
and that still preoccupy us now.’ I agree. Vatican II made an
inestimable and overdue attempt to define the church’s position
towards and in modernity but left that task largely unfinished. And it
does not really come as a surprise that the church has more to
reconnect with and accomplish the council’s agenda in no other
domain than that of sexuality, marriage and family life. It is only that
the post-conciliar era of papal conservatism has not been very helpful
in doing so—sorry to say that, Mr Douthat! It seems to me that Pope
Francis has very well understood what is really at stake here when he
called the two synods.
When the Brenninkmeijers started in 1986 with what would later
become the International Academy for Marital Spirituality (INTAMS)
and still when I joined it in 1995, many in church and theology turned
up their noses at what they regarded as an exotic topic and a weird
endeavor. That we were able to make our small contribution to an
epochal task that the church and Christianity in the second half of the
twentieth and beginning of the twenty-first century are confronted
with, gives us a belated sense of gratification and satisfaction.
2. A Sense of Dissatisfaction
Whether I look at it from the perspective of interchurch families or
from a broader angle, I cannot conceal my disappointment about the
tangible, official results of the two synods so far. I willingly admit, as
many observers have done, that the synod has been a real exercise in
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synodality and collegiality, that after decades of authoritarian
direction and supervision the synod fathers were able and also willing
to speak with parresia, candidly and boldly, and that most of them
were also listening with humility, as Pope Francis had expressly urged
them to do at the opening of the Extraordinary Assembly in October
2014. But what will in the end remain of it, if that is all there is? ‘The
formal results of our work may seem rather mediocre; but the Synod
was a wonderful learning experience for us all’, said one of the bishop
1
at the end of the 1980 synod which he had attended. But synods do
not fulfil their purpose if they only give a good feeling to bishops.
I would like to illustrate in more theological detail what is precisely
the cause of my dissatisfaction with the documents, mainly with the
final report, the Relatio synodi of the 2015 assembly. I will restrict
myself to analyzing first briefly how the documents have addressed
the so-called ‘difficult’ or ‘complex’ family situations and then turn to
the issue of interchurch families.

From Irregular to Complex Family Situations
The major challenge the bishops’ synods were confronted with can be
summarized in a straightforward question: how can the church
teaching on Christian marriage be upheld in the face of the factual
diversity of forms of living together, among Christians and Catholics,
which do not—not yet or no longer—correspond to the ideal
expressed in that teaching? While the 1980 synod in its outlook on the
world still started from a closed Catholic milieu to which artificial
birth control, ‘free unions’, ‘trial marriages’ and remarriage after
divorce presented rather disconnected items of deviance and
2
contention, the recent synods were much more aware of today’s
pervading cultural context in western societies which they perceived
as a compact and unified challenge to the church’s traditional
teaching on marriage. The Instrumentum laboris for the 2015 synod
thus explained:
While continuing to proclaim and foster Christian marriage, the Synod
also encourages pastoral discernment of the situations of a great many
who no longer live this reality. Entering into pastoral dialogue with
1

Quoted in S. O’Riordan, ‘The Synod on the Family, 1980’, 765.
See J. Grootaers & J.A. Selling, The 1980 Synod of Bishops on the Role of the
Family: An Exposition of the Event and an Analysis of its Texts, Leuven:
University Press, 1983.
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these persons is needed to distinguish elements in their lives that can
lead to a greater openness to the Gospel of Marriage in its fullness.
Pastors ought to identify elements that can foster evangelization and
human and spiritual growth. A new element in today’s pastoral activity
is a sensitivity to the positive aspects of civilly celebrated marriages
and, with obvious differences, cohabitation. While clearly presenting
the Christian message, the Church also needs to indicate the
constructive elements in these situations that do not yet or no longer
1
correspond to it. (IL 98)

The synodal document seemed thus to indicate a shift from the
position of Familiaris consortio, the exhortation in which John Paul II
had put his stamp on the 1980 synod deliberations by inculcating that
God’s law with regard to marriage presents an uncompromising moral
claim for each and every couple and therefore does not admit any
2
gradual step-by-step approach in the way of its fulfilment. The
Instrumentum laboris, however, no longer condemns couples who do
not live up to the ideal of marriage but instead encourages pastors to
recognize the positive and constructive elements realized in their
choices and the partners themselves to grow humanly and spiritually
towards a fuller realization of the Christian ideal. This is concretized
in the following passage:
1

Instrumentum laboris, 2015; available at:
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_201506
23_instrumentum-xiv-assembly_en.html#The_Family_and_Accompaniment_
by_the_Church (accessed 15.03.2016); henceforward referred to as ‘IL’
2
See Familiaris consortio, 34: ‘Married people too are called upon to progress
unceasingly in their moral life, with the support of a sincere and active desire
to gain ever better knowledge of the values enshrined in and fostered by the
law of God. They must also be supported by an upright and generous
willingness to embody these values in their concrete decisions. They cannot
however look on the law as merely an ideal to be achieved in the future: they
must consider it as a command of Christ the Lord to overcome difficulties
with constancy. “And so what is known as ‘the law of gradualness’ or step-bystep advance cannot be identified with ‘gradualness of the law,’ as if there
were different degrees or forms of precept in God’s law for different
individuals and situations. In God’s plan, all husbands and wives are called in
marriage to holiness, and this lofty vocation is fulfilled to the extent that the
human person is able to respond to God’s command with serene confidence in
God’s grace and in his or her own will.’’’ [Internal quote from his homily at the
close of the Sixth Synod of Bishops.]
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In considering a pastoral approach towards people who have
contracted a civil marriage, who are divorced and remarried or simply
living together, the Church has the responsibility of helping them
understand the divine pedagogy of grace in their lives and offering
them assistance so they can reach the fullness of God’s plan for them.
Looking to Christ, whose light illumines every person (cf. John 1:9; GS,
22), the Church turns with love to those who participate in her life in
an incomplete manner, recognizing that the grace of God works also in
their lives by giving them the courage to do good, to care for one
another in love and to be of service to the community in which they
live and work. (IL 62, my emphasis)

The document even made a cautious attempt to provide a theological
foundation to this new perspective by referring to the so-called ‘seeds
of the Word’, a term which the Second Vatican Council had used to
describe elements of truth that can be found in non-Christian cultures
and religions:
The presence of the seeds of the Word in these cultures (cf. AG 11)
could even be applied, in some ways, to marriage and the family in so
many non-Christian societies and individuals. Valid elements,
therefore, exist in some forms outside of Christian marriage—based,
however, on a stable and true relationship of a man and a woman—
which, in any case, we maintain are oriented towards Christian
marriage. (IL56)

When I read these and similar passages in the summer of 2015, some
of which were already contained in the Relatio synodi of 2014, others
newly elaborated in the Instrumentum laboris, I was convinced that
the synod had taken an initial and cautious but nonetheless firm step
toward a renewed approach in conjugal and family ethics so much
desired and longed for by many faithful Catholics and moral
theologians alike. My disillusionment was then all the greater when
1
the Final Report was published in Italian on October 24, the day of
the conclusion of the Ordinary Assembly. What had happened?

1

Relatio synodi, 2015, referred to as ‘RS’, accessed 15.03.2016 at
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_201506
23_instrumentum-xiv-assembly_en.html
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Almost all of the previous references to the concept of gradualness
1
in moral life had been simply eliminated in the Relatio synodi. The
two remaining ones are quotes from Familiaris consortio, the last one
referring to John Paul II’s knockout argument that gradualness is not
2
in the law itself.
Likewise, the presence of the ‘seeds of the word’ in marriage and
family life which the Instrumentum laboris said could be found also in
‘so many non-Christian societies and individuals’, is restricted in the
Relatio synodi to ‘positive elements … in marriage practices of other
traditional religions’ (RS 47, my emphasis). The previous, open
formulation that ‘valid elements … exist in some forms outside of
Christian marriage’ (IL 56) which could be interpreted to pertain also
to those (marginal) Christians who live together without Christian
marriage, has been replaced by a vague and in fact pointless assertion
that marriage in other religions may contain some truth which is
orientated toward the sacrament.
Even more revealing is what has become of the passage according to
which ‘the Church turns with love to those who participate in her life in
an incomplete manner, recognizing that the grace of God works also in
their lives by giving them the courage to do good, to care for one
another in love and to be of service to the community in which they
live and work’ (IL 62, my emphasis). One now reads: ‘From the
perspective of the divine pedagogy, the Church looks with love on
those who share in her life in an imperfect way: it invokes upon them
the grace of conversion, encourages them to do good, to care for one
another with love and to put themselves at the service of the
community in which they live and work’ (RS 53). God’s grace which
was previously said to be possibly working in the lives of all those
(Christians and non-Christians) who cohabit, have concluded a civil
marriage or live in a second marriage after divorce, is invoked now as

1

See e.g. IL 57: ‘Perciò, anche nel caso in cui la maturazione della decisione di
giungere al matrimonio sacramentale da parte di conviventi o sposati
civilmente sia ancora ad uno stato virtuale, incipiente, o di graduale
approssimazione, si chiede che la Chiesa non si sottragga al compito di
incoraggiare e sostenere questo sviluppo.’ (My emphasis; the English
translation unfortunately does not correctly render this section of the
sentence.) The whole section has been skipped in the RS 2015.
2
See RS 37 and 86.
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a ‘grace of conversion’ which should allow these couples to
immediately make an end to their irregular situations.
In fact, the Final Report does not deviate any inch from the teaching
of Familiaris consortio when it comes to the discussion of forms of
living together outside Christian marriage, unless one regards it
already as an achievement that the new document has dropped its
characterization of these situations as ‘irregular’ and now refers to
them as ‘complex situations’. Had the document not here and there
interspersed quotes from Pope Francis’ exhortation Evangelii gaudium
insisting on a merciful pastoral approach to these situations, one
might wonder what the whole synodal endeavor had been about.

What about Interchurch Families?
Although the synodal documents have repeatedly pointed out that
‘problems relative to mixed marriages were frequently raised in the
1
interventions of the synod fathers’, the issue of interchurch marriage
has manifestly not been a primary concern of the synodal process so
far. This is understandable if one looks at the sense of urgency and
delicacy which surrounded the central theological and ethical
problems related to marriage and family life on the synods’ agenda.
Compared to these issues, interchurch families have perhaps little
reason to complain about the post-conciliar teaching and legislation
concerning their particular situation. This was obviously also the
opinion of the synod fathers since to my knowledge there was not one
single substantial contribution to the issue either at the first or second
assembly. This had at least been different at the 1980 synod with the
widely noticed intervention of Cardinal Willebrands who had
suggested that the time was ripe for re-examining the question of
2
admitting interchurch couples to sharing the Eucharist together. As
we all know, this intervention finally had its effect when in 1993 the
Ecumenical Directory declared that there could be exceptional
admission of the other Christian partner to the Catholic Eucharist in
certain cases. I’ll come back to this later.

1

See e.g. IL (of 2015), 126.
See J. Card. Willebrands, ‘Mixed Marriages and Their Christian Families’,
available at http://www.interchurchfamilies.org/index.php/sacramental-andother-resources/eucharist/mixed-marriages-cardinal-willebrands.html
(accessed 18.03.2016).
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In a private conversation in December 2014 in Rome, Cardinal
Baldisseri, the General Secretary of the Bishops’ Synod, confirmed that
there had been little expertise available to the synod with regard to
interchurch and interreligious marriages and so he strongly welcomed
my proposal that the Interchurch Families International Network
would provide an extensive response to question 39 added to the 2014
Lineamenta (Does current legislation provide a valid response to the
challenges resulting from mixed marriages or interreligious marriages?
1
Should other elements be taken into account?). While the IFIN
2
Response to the 2015 Synod, which after internal consultation within
the Network was sent to the Secretariat of the Synod on 11 April 2015,
has presumably been the only substantial contribution on this matter,
it is difficult to discern whether, and if so, what impact it had on the
2015 Instrumentum laboris and the Relatio synodi. Ruth Reardon has
started to assess both documents in that regard, the Instrumentum
laboris in the IFIN Comments which we again officially submitted to
3
the Synod Secretariat in August 2015 and the Relatio Synodi in her
4
report for the November 2015 AIF News. I will try to add to her
analysis.
If one compares the references to interchurch (and interreligious)
marriages in the different synodal documents, one realizes a lack of
consistency and coherence in the way the topic is dealt with
throughout. A first observation here concerns terminology. The
synodal documents still use the generic term ‘mixed marriage’ when
they refer to a marriage between a Roman Catholic and a spouse from
1

See Lineamenta 2014, Part III, question 39; available at
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/index_it.htm(retrieved16.03.2016).
2
See Response to the 2015 Synod on the Family from the Interchurch Families
International Network, 6 April 2015; (accessed 16.03.2016) available at
http://interchurchfamilies.org/ifin/IFIN_Response_to_Synod2015.pdf
3
See Instrumentum Laboris of the 2015 Synod on the Family. Brief Comments in
the Light of the Response to the Lineamenta Submitted by the Interchurch
Families International Network, August 2015; available at (accessed 16.03.2016)
http://interchurchfamilies.org/ifin/IFIN_Comments_on_InstrumentumLabori
s2015.pdf
4
See R. Reardon, ‘Synod on the Family, 4-25 October 2015’, in: AIF News,
November 2015; accessed 16.03.2016, available at
http://www.interchurchfamilies.org.uk/wpsystem/wpcontent/uploads/Synod2015-Report-by-Ruth-Reardon.pdf

KNIEPS Personal Reflections on the Synods of Bishops on the Family

59

another Christian denomination while the traditional expression of
‘disparity of cult’ for marriages between a Catholic and a non-baptized
partner has now been replaced by ‘interreligious marriage’—although,
as Reardon observes, the term ‘disparity of cult’ resurfaces again twice
in the 2015 Relatio synodi. One can only regret that the synod has not
taken up the IFIN suggestion to consistently use the term ‘interchurch
marriage’ or ‘interdenominational marriage’ in order to clearly
distinguish it from what is now commonly and adequately referred to
as ‘interreligious marriage’.
1
The 2014 Instrumentum laboris which was mainly a compilation of
the answers to the Vatican questionnaire contained in the preparatory
document of 2013, has only two short references in which interchurch
and interreligious marriages are lumped together and the need for
adequate marriage preparation (56) and pastoral care in view of
difficulties with the religious education of children (154) is underlined
2
without any further explanation. Also the 2014 Relatio synodi does
not differentiate between interchurch and interreligious marriage,
situating them both somewhat naively in countries in which
Catholicism is in the minority (7). Accordingly, the risks and
opportunities connected to them are described rather abstractly as
religious indifference on the one side and ‘the possibility of fostering
the spirit of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue’ on the other.
These earlier documents thus provide a minimalistic, abstract and
almost stereotypical approach to the reality of mixed marriages.
Both the 2015 Instrumentum laboris and the 2015 Final Report adopt
the passage from the previous documents in more or less the same
wording as part of their analysis, in Part One, on the cultural contexts
in which contemporary family life is to be situated (cf. IL 28; RS 25).
But both documents have then an additional section in the third part
under the heading of ‘pastoral accompaniment’ in which the issue of
mixed marriage is further unfolded in its complexity. Still lumping
interchurch and interreligious marriage together, the Instrumentum
laboris addresses the difficult journey of faith involved in these
1

Instrumentum laboris, 2014; accessed 16.03.2016, available at
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_201406
26_instrumentum-laboris-familia_en.html
2
Relatio synodi, 2014; accessed 16.03.2016, available at
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/documents/rc_synod_doc_2014101
8_relatio-synodi-familia_en.html
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unions, focusing in particular on the religious upbringing of children,
participation in the liturgical life and the sharing of spiritual
experience (IL 127). At the same time, a distinction between a juridical
and pastoral level is introduced, and it is specified—at least as I
understand the awkward phrasing, both in the Italian original and
English translation—that solutions for the problematic issues in these
marriages should be sought in the pastoral rather than legislative
realm. That is probably also why in the following sentence a ‘policy of
behavior’, a sort of code of conduct for the spouses, is suggested in
order to prevent that the religious journey of either of them be
impeded, and the lived experience of mixed couples is invoked as a
possible source for a constructive way of dealing with difficulties. One
could see in this paragraph a faint echo of those passages in our IFIN
Response in which we asked that priority should be given to pastoral
over juridical solutions and the responsibility of the spouses with
regard to the upbringing of children should be respected. Although
the working document does not mention, let alone take up, our
appeal to drop the prenuptial promise as a juridical requirement, it
seems to me inspired by a similar mindset which favors a ‘constructive
dealing with differences regarding the faith’ on the level of personal
responsibility. Unfortunately, one gets the impression that this
constructive approach is obscured in the Relatio synodi by the way in
which the same paragraph is now introduced, emphasizing the critical
aspects over the fruitful ones (‘While mixed marriages and marriages
of disparity of cult can be potentially fruitful, they can also lead to
critical situations which are not easily resolved …’ RS 74).
My reading is again more sobering when it comes to the passage
which deals with Eucharistic sharing. The Instrumentum laboris had,
in its number 128, quite abruptly stated:
Some suggest that mixed marriages might be considered as cases of
‘grave necessity’, in which it is possible that a baptized person who is
not in full communion with the Catholic Church, yet shares the
Church’s faith in the Eucharist, be allowed to receive the Eucharist,
when their pastors are not available and taking into account the
criteria of the ecclesial community to which they belong.

Some commentators argued that this move to loosen the rules on
admission to the Eucharist was the result of the lobbying of some
liberal German bishops who had also pushed to allow divorced
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1

remarried persons to receive communion. Still, I am inclined to
believe that the IFIN Response had its impact here as well. After all,
we had also asked for ‘an explicit statement that interchurch spouses
who express a real need and desire for eucharistic sharing, and who
fulfil the criteria for admission, can be allowed to receive communion
alongside their Catholic partners on an on-going basis, whenever they
2
are at mass together’. In any case, the paragraph disappeared from
the Relatio synodi—probably also because of the reaction of some
conservative circles who referred to it in the media as an ‘unexploded
bomb’ that, if not defused, would undermine the Catholic
3
understanding of the Eucharist. In its place the Final Report had a
completely new paragraph in which first the ecumenical value of
interchurch marriage was underlined with a quote from Familiaris
consortio and then the regulations concerning the admission to the
Catholic Eucharist by other Christians were quoted from the 1993
Ecumenical Directory (cf. RS 72).
Ruth Reardon has welcomed this addition in the Relatio synodi and
4
5
qualified as ‘tentative’ and ‘unsatisfactory’ the previous formulation
contained in the Instrumentum laboris. She correctly argues that the
Ecumenical Directory itself has applied the norms for sharing the
Eucharist to interchurch spouses and distinguished their case from
those of other ‘grave necessities’ by referring to the theological reality
6
that they ‘share the sacraments of baptism and marriage’. While the
Instrumentum laboris had in some way fallen back behind this acquis,
1

See http://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2015/10/letter-number-nine
(accessed 16.03.2016).
2
Response to the 2015 Synod, 12.
3
See http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/commentandblogs/2015/10/08/lettersfrom-the-synod-october-8-2015/ (accessed 16.03.2016). In trying to answer this
fear, the Archbishop of Birmingham seemed to many interchurch families to
be unduly negative; see
http://www.catholicherald.co.uk/news/2015/10/13/archbishop-longley-rejectssynod-proposal-on-communion-for-anglican-spouses/ (accessed 16.03.2016).
4
See Instrumentum Laboris of the 2015 Synod on the Family.
5
See R. Reardon, ‘Synod on the Family, 4-25 October 2015’.
6
See Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, Directory for the
Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism, 1993, 159-160; available at
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/
rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_25031993_principles-and-norms-on-ecumenism_en.html
(accessed 16.03.2016).
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the Relatio puts this right again and, although it does not break new
ground, reaffirms the positive and open interpretation that some
bishops’ conferences have given to Eucharistic sharing and therefore
opens the door for further advance.
I cannot but agree with this adequate theological analysis. But in the
end, it simply reveals that also from the perspective of interchurch
families the synodal documents have just confirmed the doctrinal,
disciplinary and pastoral status quo. Nothing less, nothing more. And
we once again find ourselves rejoicing that the clocks have not been
turned back.
However, it would be unfair to finish my reflections in such a
pessimistic tone. It would mean making my calculation without Pope
Francis.
3. What sense to make of Pope Francis and the future of the
Synodal Process?
The issue of shared communion in an interchurch marriage was
ultimately highlighted by Francis himself in November last year, when
he took part in a question-and-answer session at Rome’s Evangelical
Lutheran Church. In response to a question posed by a Lutheran
woman married to a Catholic man who asked if she could receive
communion by virtue of her Christian baptism in accordance with her
own conscience, Francis replied that she should ‘talk to the
Lord’ about receiving holy Communion ‘and then go forward’. But he
also cautioned that he ‘wouldn’t ever dare to allow this, because it’s
1
not my competence’.
But whose competence is it then to grant such an admission if not
the pope’s, many may have asked themselves. Instead of entering into
a theological discussion on whose power it is to change church
doctrine and discipline, I think that we have to put Francis’ reaction in
line with the other famous pronouncement he made when speaking to
reporters on a flight back from Brazil in 2013: ‘If a person is gay and
seeks God and has good will, who am I to judge?’ Also this answer left
many inside and outside the church greatly perplexed.
What the pope did, however, was simply referring to Jesus himself.
Last Sunday, the Fifth Sunday of Lent, we heard in the Roman liturgy
1

See http://www.ncregister.com/daily-news/catholics-and-lutherans-findcommon-ground-as-reformations-500th-anniversar/#ixzz3xKI1Hyhs (accessed
17.03.2016). See pp. 85-6 below for the full text of Pope Francis' response.
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the narrative of Jesus with the adulterous woman from the Gospel of
John (John 8: 1-11). When the Pharisees bring a woman caught in
adultery to Jesus and ask him what to do with her, he bends down and
writes with his fingers in the sand. ‘Let him who is without sin among
you be the first to throw a stone at her.’ And after a while, when all
have left and he is alone with the woman, Jesus straightens up and
asks her, ‘Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?’ ‘No
one, Lord,’ she replies. ‘Neither do I condemn you; go, and from now
on sin no more.’
If even Jesus who is without sin does not judge the woman, how
then could the pope or any other Christian dare to do so? There is of
course a difference between a person who has cheated on his or her
spouse, a homosexual person with a deep seated orientation towards
partners of the same sex and a Lutheran interchurch woman wishing
to receive communion when worshipping together with her husband
in a Catholic mass. But what connects them all is that each of them
and every human person has a personal and unalienable relationship
with God. Church regulations, moral norms and doctrinal formulae
are useless or even harmful if they do not render possible and enhance
the individual’s living faith relationship. Therefore, the true defenders
of morality and doctrine
are not those who uphold its letter, but its spirit; not ideas but people;
not formulae but the gratuitousness of God’s love and forgiveness. This
is in no way to detract from the importance of formulae—they are
necessary—or from the importance of laws and divine
commandments, but rather to exalt the greatness of the true God, who
does not treat us according to our merits or even according to our
1
works but solely according to the boundless generosity of his Mercy.

Catholic sexual, conjugal and family ethics urgently needed this
return to the Gospel as its true ressourcement. We need an approach
in which mercy does not come after ethics and doctrine but is their
core center. But since God’s mercy is not an abstract phrase but His
loving turning towards concrete persons in specific situations, our
moral norms and doctrinal formulations remain dead letters if we fail
1

Pope Francis, Address at the Conclusion of the Synod of Bishops, 24 October
2015; available at
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/october/documents
/papa-francesco_20151024_sinodo-conclusione-lavori.html (accessed 18.03.16).
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to spell them out, always anew, for concrete persons, especially in the
complex and sometimes difficult situations which the bishops’ synods
had to deal with. It may be true that the synod fathers had to meet on
the basis of the lowest common denominator and that therefore they
agreed that the synodal discussion should be about the applicability
but not the contents of the church teaching, about pastoral care but
not about moral doctrine as such. In the long run, this recipe will not
work. It can’t work if we share Pope Francis’ dream of ‘a Church which
does not simply “rubberstamp”, but draws from the sources of her
1
faith living waters to refresh parched hearts’.
And what does all that mean for interchurch families? That brings
me finally to the book that I have the pleasure of presenting to you
today. As you may know, the book gathers the results of a period of
reflection and research within our Interchurch Families International
Network which began in 2005 when some of us met at the Vatican
with the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. Out of that
meeting came the suggestion that interchurch families should be
encouraged to continue theological reflection based on their personal
experiences and following on from the Rome Paper of 2003. It was
agreed that interchurch families might make a significant
contribution to the development of an understanding of ‘domestic
church’, a term re-introduced to the church during the Second
Vatican Council, but which had remained unexplored, its potential
gift and richness left largely untouched. It was thought that
interchurch families, with the hermeneutics that came from being
inserted into the Church through two churches, could make a unique
contribution not only to the development in understanding the term,
but of the way the domestic church could be an instrument of
Christian unity. The thrust which has been underlying this project has
always been our conviction—and intention to demonstrate with
consistent and sound theological arguments—that interchurch
families are indeed and fully domestic churches, realizations of their
own kind of Christ’s church, and that therefore several church
regulations simply do not make sense.
I still do not have any doubts that it was good and useful to do so. It
is true, Cardinal Willebrands already in 1980 expressed at the synod
that ‘it can be said of the two Christians who have been baptised in
1

Pope Francis, Address at the Conclusion of the Synod of Bishops.
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different Churches, as it is of a marriage between two Catholics, that
their union is a true sacrament and gives rise to a "domestic church";
that the partners are called to a unity which reflects the union of
Christ with the Church; that the family, as a family, is bound to bear
witness before the world, a witness based on that "spiritual union ...
which is founded on a common faith and hope, and works through
1
love".’ But what other bishop would wholeheartedly have joined him
in this conviction since then? Why is it otherwise that I feel so grateful
when I read in the report of the German language group at the last
synod: ‘The interchurch marriage, too, has to be regarded as a
domestic church and has a specific vocation and task which consists
2
in the exchange of gifts within the ecumenism of life.’
In other words, our book still serves its purpose in making a
compelling theological argument. After the recent synods, however, I
am even more convinced of what Ray and I wrote in our introduction:
We suggest that interchurch families should not expend good energy attempting
to persuade their church authorities that they should listen to the theological and
ecclesiological arguments that can be, and have been, put forward. (…) Rather,
interchurch families should broaden the scope of what they do, which is live
Christian unity in the everyday. First, though, they must remember that they are
domestic churches. They must have the courage of their convictions, and
exercise the authority of those who are affected by this reality.
If they are indeed church, then interchurch families cannot simply demand of
their church leaders that what they need is provided. They are church, and as
church they have a part to play in enabling church leaders and ecclesial bodies to
meet their needs. They need to find ways of leading, enabling, encouraging
church officials to open themselves to developing the same competencies
interchurch families have, for the wellbeing of their ecclesial bodies. They should
recognize that, if they are indeed domestic churches, then their church of the
home will be most fully itself when the churches of which they are part are also
3
truly themselves, open to and respectful of the other, learning from each other.

1

J. Card. Willebrands, ‘Mixed Marriages and Their Christian Families’.
Relatio—Circulus Germanicus, Synod 15—14a Congregazione generale:
Relazioni dei Circoli minori sulla terza parte dell’Instrumentum laboris,
21.10.2015; available at
https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2015/10/21
/0803/01782.html#germ (accessed 18.03.2016)
3
Being One at Home. Interchurch Families as Domestic Churches, 27, 26.
2
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AMORIS LAETITIA: COMMENTS FROM AN
INTERCHURCH FAMILY PERSPECTIVE
Ruth Reardon*
The Joy of Love is encouraging for interchurch families. Nothing
negative is said about mixed marriages (between baptised Christians),
and they are clearly distinguished from other kinds of mixed marriages.
There are positive references to their contribution to the ecumenical
movement, to pastoral co-operation between Catholic and other
ministers, and to possibilities for Eucharistic sharing for spouses who
share the sacraments of baptism and marriage. The document has
much to say on vocation, accompaniment, and pastoral discernment
that is relevant to interchurch families. Pope Francis’ post-synodal
words to a Lutheran wife are examined in the light of the exhortation.
The long-awaited post-synodal apostolic exhortation, on the Joy of
Love, was signed by Pope Francis on 19 March 2016 and published on 8
April in Italian, English, French and German. This is an attempt to
assess the importance of this document from the limited perspective
of what is of particular interest to interchurch families as such.

Mixed marriages
There is one paragraph only (247) devoted to mixed marriages
(‘marriages between Catholics and other baptized persons’). This
simply repeats paragraph 72 of the Final Report of the 2015 Synod.
Under the heading ‘certain complex situations’, it states that issues
involving mixed marriages require particular attention. There are
three points. First, mixed marriages have an intrinsic value and can
make a contribution to the ecumenical movement. Second, for this
*

Dr Ruth Slade co-edited One in Christ with Dom Benedict Heron osb in the
60s and early 70s. She married an Anglican priest, Martin Reardon, and
together with John Coventry SJ they founded the British Association of
Interchurch Families in 1968. Ruth Reardon remained its Secretary until 2000,
and edited the journal Interchurch Families, 1993-2004.
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purpose there should be cordial co-operation between the Catholic
and non-Catholic ministers from the time that preparations for the
marriage begin. Then the remaining half of the paragraph is devoted
entirely to the question of Eucharistic sharing in such marriages. It
repeats what is said in the 1993 PCPCU Directory for the Application of
Principles and Norms on Ecumenism: a decision as to whether the nonCatholic party may be admitted to communion is to be made in
keeping with the general norms, taking into account the particular
situation of the reception of the sacrament of matrimony by two
baptized Christians. Although the spouses share the sacraments of
baptism and matrimony, Eucharistic sharing can only be exceptional
and in each case according to the stated norms (159-60).
The contents of paragraph 247 are taken from Familiaris Consortio
and the 1993 Directory on Ecumenism. In this sense there is nothing
new here. However, it can be noted that this section devoted to mixed
marriages (between Catholics and other baptized Christians) stands
by itself as a positive statement. Interchurch marriages are clearly
distinguished from other kinds of mixed marriage, as the submission to
the 2015 Synod of Bishops from the Interchurch Families International
1
Network (IFIN) had hoped. There are still negative references to
marriages with disparity of cult (interreligious marriages), but no
longer are mixed marriages lumped together with them as ‘leading to
critical situations not easily resolved’ (248), as they were in the Final
Report of the 2015 Synod. Interchurch families are treated as quite
distinct from interreligious families and other kinds of mixed families,
and there are no negative references to them in the entire document.
It is important that a reference to Eucharistic sharing in the context
of mixed marriages has been included in the document, following its
appearance in the Final Report of the 2015 Synod, since the provisions
of the 1993 Directory in this regard are not well known and many
people even now still regard Eucharistic sharing as ‘impossible’. The
general norms on Eucharistic sharing (Directory, 129-31) are often
quoted as though there were no specific reference to the particular
situation of those who ‘share the sacraments of baptism and marriage’
later in the document (159-60). Indeed, this was done in the
Instrumentum Laboris of the 2015 Synod. While there has been no
clear official clarification that in some cases exceptional Eucharistic
1

The text of the IFIN submission was given in One in Christ, 49/1(2015): 142-60.
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sharing can be on-going in a marriage, as IFIN had hoped, that
pastoral option is still open to those who wish to adopt it. The whole
thrust of Amoris Laetitia is not to change legislation at this stage but
to stress the need for a more sensitive pastoral approach where
marriage and family life is concerned.
To sum up:
1. It is recognised that interchurch families can contribute to the
ecumenical movement.
2. Catholic and other Christian pastors are encouraged to work
together in their pastoral care.
3. Possibilities for authorised Eucharistic sharing exist for those who
‘share the sacraments of baptism and marriage’ which do not yet exist
for all Christians.
4. Interchurch marriages are clearly distinguished from other kinds of
mixed marriage, and there are no negative references to them
anywhere in Amoris Laetitia.
For the rest, beyond these specific points, Pope Francis addresses
interchurch families and those who endeavour to offer them pastoral
care in just the same way that he addresses same-church families and
their pastors. They can feel included. Interchurch families are ordinary
Christian families too; the only thing that distinguishes them is that
they relate as couples and families both to the Roman Catholic Church
and to another Church or ecclesial community. There is a wealth of
pastoral understanding and spiritual enrichment in Amoris Laetitia to
be absorbed over time. Here I am going to pick out a few of the
principles and attitudes which lend themselves to particular
application to interchurch families as such, as well as acknowledging
that there is so much else in the document that will apply to them as
well as to others.

Interchurch marriages are Christian marriages and domestic
churches
‘Christian marriage, as a reflection of the union between Christ and
his Church, is fully realized in the union between a man and a woman
who give themselves to each other in a free, faithful and exclusive
love, who belong to each other until death and are open to the
transmission of life, and are consecrated by the sacrament, which
grants them the grace to become a domestic church and a leaven of
new life for society’ (292). This description of a ‘fully realized’
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Christian marriage applies to many interchurch marriages, although
some (like some Catholic/Catholic marriages) would find themselves
in situations ‘which do not yet or no longer correspond to the
Church’s teaching on marriage’ (292).
It should be noted that this ‘full realization’ is not a ‘perfect
realization’, as Pope Francis is at pains to underline a number of
times.

Families are not a problem
Pope Francis understands that Christian families today face many
difficult issues and complex situations as they respond to their
vocation. He makes it clear that the synodal process has been a
beginning, not an ending. There is need for a continuing open
discussion of complex doctrinal, moral, spiritual and pastoral
questions (2). His focus is clearly on the urgency of developing new
pastoral approaches and attitudes. This is not the time to raise
canonical questions. Thus it is not surprising that the two issues on
which IFIN asked for consideration of a change in the rules (the need
for a pre-nuptial ‘promise’ by the Catholic partner, and a further
clarification on the norms for Eucharistic sharing) do not figure in
Amoris Laetitia. It is support for family life that is urgent, and rules
can follow later. In fact, since Vatican II there has been a gradual
change in the norms both in relation to the pre-nuptial promise
required for the validity of a mixed marriage, and to Eucharistic
sharing for those ‘who share the sacraments of baptism and marriage’;
interchurch families hope that this development will be taken further,
as soon as possible.
For the time being Pope Francis asks for patient, careful reading of
the exhortation, hoping that in this reading all will feel called to love
and cherish family life, for ‘families are not a problem, they are first
and foremost an opportunity’ (7). The specific opportunity identified
in the case of interchurch families is that they can make a
contribution to the ecumenical movement (247). As interchurch
couples used to assure one another in the early days of the Association
of Interchurch Families in the late 1960s, when faced with a difficult
problem over getting married or arranging a shared baptism: ‘Our
problems are our opportunities!’ Think in terms of pastoral care for
families, not just for individuals, says Pope Francis. Family units are
important in the life of the Church and the world (44).
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Each family is unique
When Pope Francis reflects on the challenges that face pastors, he
does so in a very general way, because it is the task of different
communities to devise practical and effective initiatives that respect
both the Church’s teaching and local problems and needs (199). If
families are to fulfil their calling to be ‘joy-filled witnesses as domestic
churches’, it is vital that people experience the Gospel of the family as
a joy. Pastors ‘are called to help sow seeds, the rest is God’s work’. ‘The
Church wishes, with humility and compassion, to reach out to families
and to help each family to discover the best way to overcome any
obstacles it encounters’. Each family: ‘it is not enough to show generic
concern for the family in pastoral planning’ (200). There is to be no
blanket approach. ‘In the home, decisions cannot be made
unilaterally, since each spouse shares responsibility for the family: yet
each home is unique and each marriage will find an arrangement that
works best’ (220).
This is one of the points that IFIN made; there are some issues that
are common to interchurch families as such, and a general policy
needs to be worked out. But also, each interchurch family is unique.
Each has to find a way to live out their ‘two-churchness’ that is right
for their particular situation. As interchurch couples have always said:
there is no blueprint for an interchurch family. Here pastors may find
it helpful ‘with humility and compassion’ (200) to work together with
other Christian pastors involved with interchurch couples, as they are
encouraged to do. It is not always easy, and it is time-consuming, but
there are sometimes considerable ecumenical benefits. As an Irish
Catholic priest said in recounting his participation with Anglican
priests in shared celebrations of baptism: ‘I came away from these
experiences utterly convinced of the unsurpassable value of time spent
in mutual preparation by both clergy in a spirit of co-operative
partnership.’

Marriage is a vocation
Amoris Laetitia identifies the family as a domestic church, with love at
its centre (67). Marriage is a sacrament, a gift ‘given for the
sanctification and salvation of the spouses’. ‘Marriage is a vocation,
inasmuch as it is a response to a specific call to experience conjugal
love as an imperfect sign of the love between Christ and the Church.
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Consequently, the decision to marry and to have a family ought to be
the fruit of a process of vocational discernment’ (72).
Interchurch spouses often have a very strong sense of being called to
marry one another. It is often a difficult decision to marry someone
from another ecclesial communion, sometimes in the face of strong
discouragement from communities and families. Many couples have
been surprised by the way they have been drawn together in love,
often attracted by the deep Christian faith of the other. As one
Canadian Catholic wife said: ‘God gave me all I had asked for in a
spouse – only I had forgotten to say he must be a Catholic’. Similarly a
Protestant wife from New Zealand: ‘only I didn’t ask that he shouldn’t
be a Roman Catholic’. Interchurch couples are happy when their
vocation to form a domestic church, reflecting the love between Christ
and the Church, is respected by their communities.

Accompaniment through all the stages of marriage and
family life
Pope Francis stresses the need to accompany married couples and
families throughout their lives, to be close to them in all their joys and
sorrows, their hopes and hurts—and especially when they are hurting.
It is certainly true that pastoral understanding is needed for
interchurch families through all the stages of marriage and family life,
as IFIN pointed out in its submission to the 2015 Synod. Interchurch
couples and families have often been hurt by the way in which they
have felt that their church communities have been pulling them apart,
rather than supporting their unity.
Marriage preparation begins the process. It ‘begins at birth’ (208),
and interchurch parents too can be aware of this, and consider
together how the particular values expressed in their marriage can
model a way forward for their children, if and whoever they eventually
marry. The more immediate preparation of engaged couples should
‘assist them to recognize eventual problems and risks’. ‘They should
be strongly encouraged to discuss what each expects from marriage,
what they understand by love and commitment, what each wants
from the other and what kind of life they would like to build together’
(209). For interchurch couples this will include discussion of the
particular problems and opportunities that will come if they marry
across church boundaries, and attempt to live together in their
domestic church a unity that their respective communities have not
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yet achieved. They will need a ‘firm resolve’ to be willing to ‘face
eventual sacrifices, problems and situations of conflict’ (210). In facing
these together their love will be deepened. Couples should be given
details of where they can turn for help when problems arrive (211); for
interchurch couples, that will include information about groups and
associations of interchurch families, where these exist.
The wedding celebration itself should become a ‘profound personal
experience’ for the couple. ‘In the case of two baptized persons, the
commitment expressed by the words of consent and the bodily union
that consummates the marriage can only be seen as signs of the
covenantal love and union between the incarnate Son of God and his
Church’ (213). In an interchurch marriage the two baptized persons
who are committing themselves to one another for the whole of their
lives come from two church communities; the couple will feel that
they are supported by both if the clergy and congregations of both
share in the preparation and the liturgical celebration, whichever
church building is chosen for the wedding. Because these
communities are not in full communion with one another—their
communion is real, but not yet fully realised—they do not normally
share Eucharistic communion (Directory, 129-31). The couple will need
to decide whether they want the wedding to be celebrated in the
context of a Eucharist. Even if they as a couple may be allowed to
receive communion together, they might not wish the congregation
and families to be divided, if the same is not true for them. There are
many decisions to be made that are specific to an interchurch
wedding, so that the marriage liturgy which is ‘a unique event, both a
family and a community celebration’ (216) may be as appropriate and
joyful as possible for the couple and families involved.
Pope Francis insists on the importance of accompanying couples in
the first years of married life, when they have to learn that neither is
perfect, but each is ‘a work in process’ (218), that they have to
negotiate to arrive at win-win situations (220), that God is calling each
to help the other to mature (221). It is a time when an interchurch
couple need to work out their relations as a couple with both their
church communities, and establish a worship pattern and a tradition
of family prayer as they ‘dance towards the future’ (219) into which
they will be able to integrate a child, the child of them both.
Amoris Laetitia speaks of love and pregnancy. ‘Children are loved
even before they arrive’ (166); ‘for nine months every mother and
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father dreams about their child … for Christian married couples,
baptism necessarily appears as a part of that dream’ (169). The time of
expecting and receiving new life from God is a time of joy for the
couple, but for interchurch couples it can also be a time of anxiety.
Will their two church communities be willing to rejoice together at
the birth of their baby? Will they be willing to join together in a
shared celebration of baptism? Will the couple be able to get the
baptism registered in both registers—a concrete sign that both
communities will take responsibility for supporting them as parents as
they bring up their child to the best of their ability? Will they
experience a family tug-of-war, as both sets of grandparents try to
make exclusive claims on the religious upbringing of their grandchild?
Pope Francis advises mothers not to ‘let fears, worries, other people’s
comments or problems lessen your joy at being God’s means of
bringing a new life to the world. Prepare yourself for the birth of your
child, but without obsessing’ (171). It has sometimes been very hard for
interchurch mothers not to ‘obsess’.
Both parents are necessary: ‘every child has a right to receive love
from a mother and a father’ (172). This is not just ‘the love of father and
mother as individuals, but also of their mutual love, perceived as the
source of one’s life and the solid foundation of the family’. The
following words have a particular application to interchurch parents:
‘Together they teach the value of reciprocity, of respect for differences
and of being able to give and take.’
Both parents together are the teachers of their children. The Church
plays an important supporting role, starting with Christian initiation,
through welcoming communities, says Pope Francis (84). ‘At the same
time I feel it important to reiterate that the overall education of
children is a “most serious duty” and at the same time a “primary
right” of parents. This is not just a task or a burden, but an essential
and inalienable right that parents are called to defend and of which no
one may claim to deprive them’. This is said in relation to the claims
of the state, but it can also be applied to church authorities. Indeed,
for mixed marriages a first recognition of this was made in 1970 when
both partners no longer had to promise that all children of their
marriage would be baptized and brought up as Roman Catholics. ‘The
Church is called to cooperate with parents through suitable pastoral
initiatives, assisting them in the fulfilment of their educational
mission. She must always do this by helping them to appreciate their
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proper role and to realize that by the reception of the sacrament of
marriage they become ministers of their children’s education’ (85).
This help is just what IFIN appealed for, taking account of the twochurch situation of interchurch families from baptism onwards, as the
children grow and develop in their relationship with Christ,
experienced through the life and traditions of the two church
communities of their parents.
The couple must ‘leave’ their own parents (not abandoning or
ignoring them), in order to create together a new home that ‘will be a
true hearth, a place of security, hope and future plans, and the couple
can truly become "one flesh"’ (190). Neither can simply expect to
reproduce the pattern of their own upbringing—certainly not in an
interchurch marriage. ‘Both spouses need to make the effort to grow
in trust and communication. Marriage challenges husbands and wives
to find new ways of being sons and daughters.’ It is a cause for joy
when an interchurch marriage is the occasion for one or both families
of origin to be drawn into a concern for Christian unity that they
might never have known without that experience.
In a section on crises, worries and difficulties, Pope Francis points
out that crises can become opportunities (232)—many interchurch
couples have discovered this. Facing them together has ensured
deeper communication, and pastors can encourage this process (234).
For interchurch couples this means that church divisions must not be
allowed to drive an unnecessary wedge between the couple; pastoral
care needs to concentrate on supporting the unity of the marriage in
whatever ways are possible. For all marriages, forgiveness and
reconciliation are basic, and separation must only be considered as a
last resort. Accompaniment must continue after separation and
divorce. It is here, under the heading ‘Certain complex situations’ that
we find paragraph 247 on mixed marriages, followed by a paragraph
on marriages with disparity of cult (which includes a reference to
marriages in which one partner is a Catholic and the other a nonbeliever), and consideration of the problems that arise when persons
in a complex marital situation wish to be baptized, families whose
members experience same-sex attraction, and single-parent families
(248-52). All need pastoral accompaniment.
Pope Francis speaks of the challenge of the death of a loved one. ‘To
turn our backs on a grieving family would show a lack of mercy’ (253).
The death of an interchurch spouse, or that of a child, is a time when
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it is particularly valuable for the pastors and communities of both
churches to show their loving concern for the remaining spouse, or for
the grieving parents. Interchurch families have felt joyful gratitude
when both have come together to celebrate the life of a spouse or a
child who has meant so much to them. A funeral can be a final act of
ecumenical witness, and a great comfort to those left behind.

Discernment
The need for wise discernment to guide couples and families through
the complexities of their experiences today is central to the thinking
of Pope Francis. Sometimes this means that pastors should stand
back, and allow space for couples to make their own discernment in
their particular circumstances. It is not helpful ‘to try to impose rules
by sheer authority’ (35). Pastors themselves ‘need a healthy dose of
self-criticism’ (36). ‘We find it hard to make room for the consciences
of the faithful, who very often respond as best they can to the Gospel
amid their limitations, and are capable of carrying out their own
discernment in complex situations. We have been called to form
consciences, not to replace them’ (37). Jesus himself ‘never failed to
show compassion’ (38). So often interchurch couples have been
grateful to pastors who have offered them this kind of respect and
support. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea’, said one parish priest to a
couple who explained to him how they intended to bring up their
children. ‘I don’t see how it will work. But if that’s what you’ve decided
together to do in conscience, I shall do all I can to support you.’
The Church’s way ‘is to pour out the balm of God’s mercy on all
those who ask for it with a sincere heart.’ We need ‘to avoid
judgements which do not take into account the complexity of various
situations, and to be attentive, by necessity, to how people experience
distress because of their condition’ (269). Each person should be
helped ‘to find his or her proper way of participating in the ecclesial
community and thus to experience being touched by unmerited,
unconditional and gratuitous mercy. No one can be condemned for
ever, because that is not the logic of the Gospel! Here I am not
speaking only of the divorced and re-married, but of everyone, in
whatever situation they find themselves’ (297). Interchurch families
can feel themselves included too, and there is quite a lot in chapter 8
(‘Accompanying, discerning and integrating weakness’) referring to
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the Church’s care for the divorced and remarried that can be applied
to them.
Pope Francis notes the immense variety of concrete situations of the
divorced and remarried, so that ‘neither the Synod nor this
Exhortation could be expected to provide a new set of general rules,
canonical in nature and applicable to all cases. What is possible is
simply a renewed encouragement to undertake a responsible personal
and pastoral discernment of particular cases’ (300). Footnote 336 adds
that ‘this is also the case with regard to sacramental discipline, since
discernment can recognise that in a particular situation no grave fault
exists’. ‘Priests have the duty to "accompany the divorced and
remarried in helping them to understand their situation according to
the teaching of the Church and the guidelines of their bishop". …
What we are speaking of is a process of accompaniment and
discernment which "guides the faithful to an awareness of their
situation before God".’ There can be a ‘grave danger of
misunderstandings’, but ‘when a responsible and tactful person, who
does not presume to put his or her own desires ahead of the common
good of the Church, meets with a pastor capable of acknowledging the
seriousness of the matter before him, there can be no risk that a
specific discernment may lead people to think that the Church
maintains a double standard’ (300). ‘General rules set forth a good
which can never be disregarded or neglected, but in their formulation
they cannot provide absolutely for all particular situations. At the
same time, it must be said that, precisely for that reason, what is part
of a practical discernment in particular circumstances cannot be
elevated to the level of a rule’ (304). But rules are not ‘stones to throw
at people’s lives’ (305). Pastors must not close their hearts and hide
behind the Church’s teachings, judging difficult cases and wounded
families with superiority and superficiality. By thinking that
everything is black and white, pastors sometimes close off the way of
grace and of growth. People need the Church’s help to grow in the life
of grace and charity. Here is a second footnote (351) which says that in
certain cases, this can include the help of the sacraments. Pope
Francis adds a reminder, taken from Evangelii Gaudium, that ‘the
Eucharist is not a prize for the perfect, but a powerful medicine and
nourishment for the weak’.
Pope Francis assures his readers that ‘to show understanding in the
face of exceptional situations never implies dimming the light of the
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fuller ideal, or proposing anything less than what Jesus offers to the
human being. Today, more important than the pastoral care of failures
is the pastoral effort to strengthen marriages and thus prevent their
breakdown’ (307). This might well be applied to the fears of those who
are worried that any extension of exceptional Eucharistic sharing
might undermine the Catholic witness to the close bond between
ecclesial and Eucharistic communion. There is no reason for it to do
so. Indeed, an understanding of an interchurch family as a domestic
church should in itself be a strong support to that witness. Reflecting
on the way that family members need to relate to one another if they
are to grow in love and joy as a domestic church, can also be a
stimulus for church communities, as they reflect on the way in which
they need to relate to one another if they are to grow together into
unity.
Pope Francis can ‘understand those who prefer a more rigorous
pastoral care which leaves no room for confusion’. But ‘Jesus expects
us to stop looking for those personal or communal niches which
shelter us from the maelstrom of human misfortune, and instead
enter into the reality of other people’s lives and to know the power of
tenderness. Whenever we do so, our lives become wonderfully
complicated’ (308). ‘The Bride of Christ must pattern her behaviour
after the Son of God who goes out to everyone without exception. He
loves them all. On the basis of this realization, it will become possible
for the balm of mercy to reach everyone, as a sign that the kingdom of
God is already present in our midst’ (309). ‘At times we act as arbiters
of grace rather than its facilitators. But the Church is not a tollhouse;
it is the house of the Father, where there is a place for everyone, with
all their problems’ (310). ‘At times we find it hard to make room for
God’s unconditional love in our pastoral activity. We put so many
conditions on mercy that we empty it of its concrete meaning and real
significance. That is the worst way of watering down the Gospel’ (311).
We need to avoid a ‘cold bureaucratic morality’ in dealing with
sensitive issues, but to practise ‘a pastoral discernment filled with
merciful love, which is ever ready to understand, forgive, accompany,
hope, and above all integrate.’ ‘I encourage the faithful who find
themselves in complicated situations to speak confidently with their
pastors or with other lay people whose lives are committed to the
Lord. … I also encourage the Church’s pastors to listen to them with
sensitivity and serenity, with a sincere desire to understand their
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plight and their point of view, in order to help them live better lives
and to recognize their proper place in the Church’ (312).

Training in ministry for marriage and family life
It is not always easy for interchurch families to ‘speak confidently with
their pastors’; many have tried it and have met with such
discouragement and incomprehension that they have felt unable to
try again. When they talk with other interchurch couples, however,
they learn of the wide spectrum of pastoral responses that exist. The
Synod on the Family identified the need for ‘a more adequate
formation … of priests, deacons, men and women religious, catechists
and other pastoral workers’ and Amoris Laetitia took up this theme,
saying that ‘ordained ministers often lack the training needed to deal
with the complex problems currently facing families’ (203). The IFIN
submission to the Synod pointed out that it would be helpful if further
education on the pastoral care of interchurch families could be
included in all seminaries, especially if some of the input is given by
interchurch couples. Where this has been done, it has proved very
positive.

Interchurch families, Christian unity and the Eucharist
There are many references in Amoris Laetitia to the link between the
sacrament of marriage and the sacrament of the Eucharist, between
family life and sharing in the Eucharist. In the opening chapter,
‘inspired by the Scriptures, to set a proper tone’ (6), there are two
references to the close relationship of Eucharistic communion to the
family life of the home. The first is to the New Testament texts that
speak of ‘the churches that meet in homes; a family’s living space
could turn into a domestic church, a setting for the Eucharist, the
presence of Christ seated at its table’ (15). The second is a reference to
the family becoming ‘a union of persons in the image of the union of
the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. … The family is called to join
in daily prayer, to read the Word of God and to share in Eucharistic
communion, and thus to grow in love and become ever more fully a
temple in which the Spirit dwells’ (29). Families are not just
collections of individuals when it comes to Eucharistic communion;
they are families, domestic churches who need to share Eucharistic
communion. This is felt deeply by some interchurch families. Family
spirituality, prayer and participation in the Sunday Eucharist is
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important, and it is valuable to celebrate the Eucharist for families,
especially on wedding anniversaries (223).
Besides a number of references to the family as a union of persons in
the image of the Trinity, Amoris Laetitia also focuses on marriage as a
sign of the love between Christ and his Church. The mutual belonging
of the spouses is ‘a real representation, through the sacramental sign,
of the same relationship between Christ and the Church’ (72).
‘Christian marriage is a sign of how much Christ loved his Church in
the covenant sealed on the Cross, yet it also makes that love present in
the communion of the spouses. By becoming one flesh, they embody
the espousal of our human nature by the Son of God. That is why, in
the joys of their love and family life, he gives them here on earth a
foretaste of the wedding feast of the Lamb. Even though the analogy
between the human couple of husband and wife and that of Christ and
his Church, is “imperfect”, it inspires us to beg the Lord to bestow on
every married couple an outpouring of his divine love’ (73).
The theme of ‘imperfect’ love is referred to again in a meditation on
one of the phrases in the Pauline hymn to love in the first letter to the
Corinthians, chapter 13: love endures all things. Although ‘the grace of
the sacrament of marriage is intended before all else to perfect the
couple’s love’ (89), ‘we encounter problems whenever we think that
relationships or people ought to be perfect, or when we put ourselves
at the centre and expect things to turn out our way’ (92). ‘Love does
not have to be perfect for us to value it. The other person loves me as
best they can, with all their limits, but the fact that love is imperfect
does not mean it is untrue or unreal’ (113). This is a reminder of how
the 1993 Ecumenical Directory described the way in which members
of other Churches and ecclesial Communities are brought by baptism
into a ‘a real, even if imperfect’ communion with the Catholic Church
(Directory, 129)—a communion that is real, even if not fully realized,
as the phrase can be translated.
Another reminder of the relationship between married love and
ecumenical relationships between churches and ecclesial communities
comes in the section ‘Growing in conjugal love’. Married sacramental
love ‘is an “affective union”, spiritual and sacrificial, which combines
the warmth of friendship and erotic passion, and endures long after
emotions and passion subside’ (120). This recalls the meeting of Pope
John Paul II and the Archbishop of Canterbury when the Pope said to
Archbishop Runcie that ‘affective communion’ leads to ‘effective
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communion’. Much of this section of Amoris Laetitia can be applied to
church relationship as well as to marriage. ‘God makes of two spouses
one single existence’ (121). However, ‘there is no need to lay upon two
limited persons the tremendous burden of having to reproduce
perfectly the union existing between Christ and the Church, for
marriage as a sign entails a dynamic process … one which advances
gradually with the progressive integration of the gifts of God’ (122).
Other examples: a faithful covenant that entails no going back (123);
sharing everything in mutual respect (125); joy growing through the
free exchange of gifts (129); joy also growing through pain and sorrow
and shared effort (130); a shared commitment to deeper growth
together for the sake of society as a whole (131); definitive
commitment made publicly (132); authentic dialogue that takes time
(136-7); ‘unity in diversity’ or ‘reconciled diversity’, freeing ourselves
from feeling that we all have to be alike, and a recognition that many
disagreements are not about important things (139); reciprocal
submission (156); a shared and lasting life project; living as one (163).
A daily effort is needed, and the grace of the Holy Spirit who confirms,
directs and transforms (164).
The concluding sentences of the last chapter of Amoris Laetitia, on
the spirituality of marriage and the family, can equally well be applied
to the ecumenical process. ‘Families need constantly to grow and
mature in the ability to love. This is a never-ending vocation born of
the full communion of the Trinity, the profound unity between Christ
and his Church, the loving community which is the Holy Family of
Nazareth, and the pure fraternity existing among the saints of heaven.’
We have not yet arrived, we cannot ask for perfection; that is for the
Kingdom to come. This perspective will keep us from judging others
harshly. We are striving towards something greater than ourselves and
our families. ‘Let us make this journey as families, let us keep walking
together. What we have been promised is greater than we can
imagine. May we never lose heart because of our limitations, or ever
stop seeking that fullness of love and communion which God holds
out before us’ (325). Interchurch families will want to add: let us make
this journey as Churches and ecclesial Communities too, let us keep
walking together.
This final section on the spirituality of marriage and the family also
stresses the need for Eucharistic sharing in their walk together. ‘The
family’s communal journey of prayer culminates by sharing together
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in the Eucharist, especially in the context of the Sunday rest. Jesus
knocks on the door of families, to share with them the Eucharistic
supper (cf Rev 3:20). There, spouses can always seal anew the paschal
covenant which united them and which ought to reflect the covenant
which God sealed with mankind in the cross. The Eucharist is the
sacrament of the new covenant, where Christ’s redemptive love is
carried out (cf Lk 22:20). The close bond between married life and the
Eucharist thus becomes all the more clear. For the food of the
Eucharist offers the spouses the strength and incentive needed to live
the marriage covenant each day as a “domestic church”.’ (318)
That necessary ‘sharing together in the Eucharist’ is difficult for the
domestic churches that are interchurch families, so long as the
Church communities to which they belong are not in communion
with one another. Many have shared as far as they can without
receiving communion together, but they know that this is not enough.
They can be powerful witnesses to an underlying unity when they are
able to share the Eucharist fully (although exceptionally) across
church divisions. ‘The married couple are a permanent reminder for
the Church of what took place on the cross; they are for one another
and for their children witnesses of the salvation in which they share
through the sacrament [of marriage]’ (72).
Sometimes it is the children themselves who take the initiative.
When children are lovingly helped to ‘grow in freedom, maturity,
overall discipline and real autonomy’ (261), they ‘will surprise us with
ideas and projects born of that freedom, which challenge us to rethink
our own ideas. This is a good thing’ (262). There is the child who looks
up at the bishop when he visits the parish and asks: ‘Why can’t my
Mummy receive communion with my Daddy?’ There is the son who is
reluctant to receive his First Communion if his father is not able to
receive alongside him. There is the child who breaks her Host in two
in order to carry half back to her mother and share it with her. There
is the child who observes: ‘I don’t think that’s a very good rule,
because it breaks up families.’
Traditionally the Catholic norms for Eucharistic sharing have
allowed for the needs of individual Christians, but not for those of
mixed families as families. The 1993 Ecumenical Directory broke new
ground when it referred to those who ‘share the sacraments of
baptism and marriage’ as in possible need of Eucharistic sharing – but
much more work needs to be done in relation to spouses and to
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families. It needs to take account of the fact that ‘the family’s
communal journey of prayer culminates by sharing together in the
Eucharist, especially in the context of the Sunday rest’, and that ‘the
food of the Eucharist offers the spouses the strength and incentive
needed to live the marriage covenant each day as a “domestic
church”.’ ‘Each day’; it is not a question of rare occasions; marriage is
an on-going commitment and needs on-going sustenance.
‘The Church is a family of families, constantly enriched by the lives
of all those domestic churches. In virtue of the sacrament of
matrimony, every family becomes, in effect, a good for the Church’
(87). ‘The experience of love in families is a perennial source of
strength for the life of the Church’ (88). May interchurch families
become an ecumenical good; may the love that unites them be
recognized as an ecumenical strength.

Personal reflections on a puzzle
On 15 November 2015 Pope Francis visited the Lutheran church in
Rome, and his address was followed by a question-and-answer
session. A Lutheran wife, Anke de Bernardinis, married to a Catholic,
raised the question of sharing communion. Ever since I read his
answer (appended below), I have been puzzled by his statement that ‘I
would never dare give permission to do this because I do not have the
authority.’ I would have thought that in terms of canon law and the
1993 Ecumenical Directory he could have done precisely that
(obviously after pastoral dialogue) as Bishop of Rome. But having now
read Amoris Laetitia, it seems to me that it makes sense to read the
answer in the light of the Exhortation.
Amoris Laetitia shows Pope Francis as not interested in changing
rules and regulations, or in the minutiae of their interpretation, but
rather in setting out a renewed vision of marriage and family life,
based on love, and inculcating a whole new pastoral approach, based
on accompaniment and discernment. As we have seen, he envisions
an inclusive Church, and leaves it to bishops, priests, parishes,
ministers for marriage and family life, to work out and implement
pastoral policies, to show compassion and welcome to all. He trusts
families to exercise their own discernment.
Right at the beginning of Amoris Laetitia, he repeats a phrase that he
used in Evangelii Gaudium, ‘time is greater than space’ (3), and later he
repeats it again, adding that ‘it is more important to start processes
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than to dominate spaces’ (261). More explanation was given in
Evangelii Gaudium, where Pope Francis says that this approach
‘enables us to work slowly but surely, without being obsessed with
immediate results. It helps us patiently to endure difficult and adverse
situations, or inevitable changes in our plans. It invites us to accept
the tension between fullness and limitation, and to give priority to
time.’ He explains what he means: ‘Giving priority to space means
madly attempting to keep everything together in the present, trying to
possess all the spaces of power and of self-assertion; it is to crystallize
processes and presume to hold them back. Giving priority to time
means being concerned about initiating processes rather than
possessing spaces. Time governs spaces, illumines them and makes
them links in a constantly expanding chain, with no possibility of
return. What we need then, is to give priority to actions which
generate new processes in society and engage other persons and
groups who can develop them to the point where they bear fruit in
significant historical events. Without anxiety, but with clear
convictions and tenacity’ (Evangelii Gaudium 223).
So the whole thrust of Amoris Laetitia is to encourage, at every level
of the Church’s life, actions that will initiate or contribute to processes
leading to positive developments in marriage and family life. With
respect to mixed marriages, the process has already begun. Law has
changed, and it can change further. Already bishops are free to admit
interchurch spouses to communion together, in particular cases. Some
bishops and priests want to do so, others do not. Some want to limit
admission to rare occasions; others feel that this does not take
account of the nature of marriage. May it not be that Pope Francis
does not wish to pursue the question at the level that might risk
‘crystallizing’ it too soon (the level of law) but to encourage actions
that will open up fruitful possibilities for the future? Always to be
done with love, humility and patient discernment, as he constantly
indicates.
This attitude is at work in his answer to Anke de Bernardinis. He
refuses to answer the question in terms of ‘criteria for admission’. He
muses over some theological questions in his own mind. Jesus said ‘Do
this in memory of me’; we do the same thing. Is Eucharistic sharing a
final sign of unity or a way to move towards it? The marriage supper of
the Lamb will be the perfect banquet at the end of time, but in this
imperfect world is not the Lord’s Supper food for the journey? We
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share a common baptism, so we have to walk together. An interchurch
family may share in that walking together even more deeply than
others, because it is also a conjugal journey, a family journey of love
and faith. There are shared failures and the need for forgiveness; this
is the same for both partners, although they may express and seek it in
different ways. They pray together, and their baptismal bond becomes
stronger. They teach their children who Jesus is and why he came—
and it is the same message, whether it is expressed in Lutheran or
Catholic terms. So what about the Supper?
Pope Francis recalls a great friend of his, an Episcopalian bishop,
who accompanied his wife and children to Mass on Sundays before
going to worship with his community. We know that he was deeply
affected by the fact that the family did not receive communion
together. The great friend was Tony Palmer, a bishop of the
Communion of Evangelical Episcopal Churches. He first met
Archbishop Bergoglio in 2006 in Buenos Aires, where he was on a joint
mission with the head of the Catholic Charismatic Renewal in Italy to
bring Catholics and evangelicals together. When they met, the
Cardinal was especially interested to learn that he had a Catholic wife
and children. Palmer explained that it worked well—they were
complementary in their diversity—but there was a problem. ‘I told
him that since I led my family back to the Catholic Church, I am not
allowed to take communion. I have to stay in the benches on Sunday
morning. So my kids come back after taking communion and say,
“Dad, why would you join us to a church that separates a family?”’
When he heard this, Palmer said, Bergoglio’s ‘heart broke—his eyes
1
filled with tears.’
Then Pope Francis gave his reply to Anke. ‘I respond to your
question only with a question: how can I participate with my husband,
so that the Lord’s Supper may accompany me on my path? It is a
problem to which each person must respond.’ We believe the Lord is
present. ‘Life is greater than explanations and interpretations. Always
refer to baptism: “one faith, one baptism, one Lord”, as Paul tells us,
and take the outcome from there. I would never dare to give
permission for this because I do not have the authority. One baptism,
1

The story of the friendship is told by Austen Ivereigh in The Great Reformer:
Francis and the Making of a Radical Pope, 2014, and also in an article in the
Boston Globe, 7 August 2014.
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one Lord, one faith. Speak with the Lord and go forward. I do not dare
say any more.’
‘Go forward’—not expressly to receive communion, but not
specifically for a blessing either, nor to witness to the pain of division.
It is up to ‘each person’ to make their prayerful discernment in any
particular circumstance. In the context of his reflections Pope Francis’
answer can be read as an encouragement to Anke de Bernardinis to go
forward to receive communion as food for the journey so that those
who already share baptism and their family journey of love and faith
should share the nourishment they need for their further journey.
Does this leave interchurch families where we were before? Does
Amoris Laetitia leave the Church where we were before? There has
been no change in legislation. But the entirely new insistence on
discernment by couples and families and their pastoral
accompaniment by parishes, priests and bishops may in time create an
entirely new climate of pastoral understanding that will lead to a new
flourishing of the domestic churches that contribute to as well as
receive from the life of the Church.
Appendix: an extract from the question and answer session that
took place when Pope Francis visited the Lutheran Church in
Rome, 15 November 2015
Then Anke de Bernardinis, the wife of a Roman Catholic, expressed sorrow at
‘not being able to partake together in the Lord’s Supper’ and asked: ‘What more
can we do to reach communion on this point?’
Thank you, Ma’am. Regarding the question on sharing the Lord’s Supper, it is
not easy for me to answer you, especially in front of a theologian like Cardinal
Kasper! I’m afraid! I think the Lord gave us [the answer] when he gave us this
command: ‘Do this in memory of me’. And when we share in, remember and
emulate the Lord’s Supper, we do the same thing that the Lord Jesus did. And
the Lord’s Supper will be, the final banquet will there be in the New
Jerusalem, but this will be the last. Instead on the journey, I wonder—and I
don’t know how to answer, but I am making your question my own—I ask
myself: Is sharing the Lord’s Supper the end of a journey or is it the viaticum
for walking together? I leave the question to the theologians, to those who
understand. It is true that in a certain sense sharing is saying that there are no
differences between us, that we have the same doctrine—I underline the
word, a difficult word to understand—but I ask myself: don’t we have the
same Baptism? And if we have the same Baptism, we have to walk together.
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You are a witness to an even profound journey because it is a conjugal
journey, truly a family journey, of human love and of shared faith. We have
the same Baptism. When you feel you are a sinner—I too feel I am quite a
sinner—when your husband feels he is a sinner, you go before the Lord and
ask forgiveness; your husband does the same and goes to the priest and
requests absolution. They are ways of keeping Baptism alive. When you pray
together, that Baptism grows, it becomes strong; when you teach your
children who Jesus is, why Jesus came, what Jesus did, you do the same,
whether in Lutheran or Catholic terms, but it is the same. The question: and
the Supper? There are questions to which only if one is honest with oneself
and with the few theological ‘lights’ that I have, one must respond the same,
you see. ‘This is my Body, this is my Blood’, said the Lord, ‘do this in memory
of me’, and this is a viaticum which helps us to journey. I had a great
friendship with an Episcopalian bishop, 48 years old, married with two
children, and he had this concern: a Catholic wife, Catholic children, and he a
bishop. He accompanied his wife and children to Mass on Sundays and then
went to worship with his community. It was a step of participating in the
Lord’s Supper. Then he passed on, the Lord called him, a just man. I respond
to your question only with a question: how can I participate with my husband,
so that the Lord’s Supper may accompany me on my path? It is a problem to
which each person must respond. A pastor friend of mine said to me: ‘We
believe that the Lord is present there. He is present. You believe that the Lord
is present. So what is the difference?’—‘Well, there are explanations,
interpretations...’ Life is greater than explanations and interpretations. Always
refer to Baptism: ‘One faith, one baptism, one Lord’, as Paul tells us, and take
the outcome from there. I would never dare give permission to do this
because I do not have the authority. One Baptism, one Lord, one faith. Speak
with the Lord and go forward. I do not dare say more. (Translation given on
the Vatican website)
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REFLECTIONS ON THE JOINT DECLARATION OF
FRANCIS AND KIRILL AT HAVANA 2016
Markus Schmidt SJ*
The meeting of Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill at Havana on 12
February 2016, is historic. The two primates embraced each other as
brothers. This is the true miracle which the signing of the Joint
Declaration confirms. In my reflections I will deal with three important
topics of the Joint Declaration: unity in martyrdom, family, and
reconciliation between Greek Catholics and Orthodox. Francis and Kirill
spoke with one voice on these issues. The hope is that this will become
normal in future.
Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill met on 12 February 2016. The
encounter took place at José Martí International Airport, Havana,
Cuba. It was the first encounter of the Roman-Catholic primate and
the Russian-Orthodox primate since the foundation of the Moscow
Patriarchate in the sixteenth century. The airport of Havana was
chosen because it was a neutral location, away from the continent
where the separation took place. The place also suggested itself
because Kirill was already there paying a pastoral visit to Cuba. Francis
could easily stop there on his pastoral journey to Mexico.
The meeting was like the fulfilment of a long-desired dream. That
the Roman Pontiff and the Moscow Patriarch would meet was
1
announced only one week before the event. The public was surprised.
On 12 February 2016, the two primates eventually met. What seemed
first so complicated turned out to be ‘simple, like the reunion of two
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brothers’, as Giovanni Maria Vian wrote. Pope Francis confirmed this
in his interview afterwards on the plane to Mexico: ‘It was a
conversation between brothers. … I felt like I was standing before a
2
brother, and he said the same to me.’ The meeting took place in an
3
atmosphere of joy, as the Roman Pontiff explained. It lasted for about
4
two hours.
On this occasion Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill signed the Joint
5
Declaration (JD). It is remarkable how eager they were to emphasise
in this declaration what Catholics and Orthodox have in common.
Therefore, it might not be so surprising that the primates
acknowledged the call of both Orthodox and Catholics to work
fraternally together in promoting social justice and peace and in
proclaiming the Good News.
The Catholic Church and the Eastern Churches are in a close
relationship. The decree on ecumenism of the Second Vatican Council
6
Unitatis redintegratio (UR) affirms in numbers 14–18 the special
position of the Eastern Churches. It particularly recognises their
sacraments, especially the Eucharist and the priesthood. This is the
reason why the Eastern Churches ‘are still linked with us in closest
intimacy’ (UR 15). In accordance with this conviction they are called
7
‘sister churches’ (cf. UR 14). From an ecclesiological and ecumenical
1

Giovanni Maria Vian, ‘On the path to unity’, L’Osservatore Romano 7 (Friday,
19 February 2016), 12.
2
Interview ‘A pastoral text’, L’Osservatore Romano 7 (Friday, 19 February
2016), 3.
3
Ibid. 3: ‘I tell you, truly, I felt an inner joy that was really of the Lord. He
spoke freely and I spoke freely. You could feel the joy.’
4
Cf. Vian, ‘On the path to unity’, 12.
5
Joint Declaration published under the unofficial title ‘We are bishops and
brothers’, L’Osservatore Romano 7 (Friday, 19 February 2016), 3. The full text
in the official English translation can be accessed online at
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2016/february/document
s/papa-francesco_20160212_dichiarazione-comune-kirill.html.
6
Norman P. Tanner SJ, ed., Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils (London:
Sheed & Ward, 1990), 2:908–920.
7
More precisely, the Decree does not use the phrase ‘sister churches’, but says
that the family ties between local churches ought to be as between sisters
(inter ecclesias locales, ut inter sorores). See also the Joint International
Commission for the theological dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church
and the Orthodox Church, ‘Uniatism: Method of Union of the Past, and the
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point of view probably one of the most important points in this Joint
Declaration is therefore that Kirill has recognised the existence of the
Greek Catholic Churches. The Joint Declaration states that they have
the right to exist and to care for the spiritual needs of their members
(cf. JD 25).

The Text of the Joint Declaration
The text of the Joint Declaration of Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill of
Moscow and All Russia is a pastoral text as the Pontiff explains: ‘It is
not a political or a sociological Declaration, it is a pastoral
Declaration, even when it speaks about secularism and specific issues,
biogenetic manipulation and all these things. It is pastoral; of two
1
bishops who met together with pastoral concerns.’ It contains 30
sections. I suggest dividing it into four parts: greetings and
introduction (JD 1–3), current state of affairs (JD 4–7), challenges
(JD 8–27), and conclusion (JD 28–30).
The Joint Declaration begins with a quotation of 2 Cor. 13:13 calling
the grace, love, and fellowship of the triune God upon all people (cf.
JD 1). 2 Corinthians 13:13 is also the common, though not the only,
2
opening of the Roman Catholic mass, addressing the faithful. The
opening of the Divine Liturgy of Saint John Chrysostom, common for
the Orthodox Church and the Greek Catholic Churches, addresses
God: ‘Blessed be the kingdom of the Father, and of the Son, and of the
3
Holy Spirit, now and for ever and ever.’ Though the addressees are
different, both liturgies open with a trinitarian formula. The opening
Present Search for Full Communion’ (Balamand, 23 June 1993, hereafter BD),
in Jeffrey Gros, Harding Meyer, and William G. Rusch, (eds.), Growth in
Agreement II: Reports and Agreed Statements of Ecumenical Conversations on
a World Level, 1982–1998, Faith and Order Paper 187 (Geneva: WCC
Publications, 2000), 680–85, 681, where the term ‘sister churches’ (no. 14) is
used.
1
Interview ‘A pastoral text’, 3.
2
Cf. Missale Romanum: Ex Decreto Sacrosancti Oecumenici Concilii Vaticani II
Instauratum Auctoritate Pauli PP. VI Promulgatum Ioannis Pauli PP. II Cura
Recognitum, Editio typica tertia (Città del Vaticana: Libreria Editrice Vaticana,
2002), 503: ‘Grátia Dómini nostri Iesu Christi, et cáritas Dei, et communicátio
Sancti Spíritus sit cum ómnibus vobis.’
3
Synod of the Hierarchy of the Ukrainian Catholic Church, (ed.), The Sacred
and Divine Liturgy of Our Holy Father John Chrysostom, Reprint from 1988
(English & Ukrainian) (Toronto: The Basilian Press, 2006), 37.
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greeting of the Joint Declaration also uses a trinitarian formula which
could indicate the solemnity of the text. The greeting is followed by
the introduction.
This first section (JD 2–3) articulates thanks to God that both
primates could meet. The text then proceeds to reveal the aim of the
meeting. The Joint Declaration states that Francis and Kirill have met
like brothers (cf. 1) to speak face to face. The goal is threefold: to talk
about the relations between the two Churches, about the most
important problems of the faithful of the two Churches, and about the
visions for the progress of human civilisation. It is from this very place
in Havana that the two primates feel the urgency for working together
as Catholics and Orthodox because their meeting location is ‘far from
the longstanding disputes of the “Old World”’ (JD 3).
What follows is the second section dealing with the current state of
affairs (cf. JD 4–7). It starts with the acknowledgement of the gifts
both Churches have received from God, especially from the Son’s
coming into the world. The text states expressis verbis that Catholics
and Orthodox share the same spiritual tradition of the first
millennium of Christianity (cf. JD 4). The primates regret that both
Churches ‘have been divided by wounds caused by old and recent
conflicts’ (JD 5) and have been deprived of communion in the
Eucharist. They hope that their meeting may contribute to renewed
unity (cf. JD 6). Francis and Kirill are fully determined to undertake
everything to re-establish unity between the two Churches and
respond together to the challenges of the modern world (cf. JD 7).
With paragraph 8 the third section starts (JD 8–27). This section can
be divided into 5 subsections: 8–16, 17–18, 19–23, 24–25, 26–27. The first
subsection pays attention to five topics: persecution of Christians
(JD 8), a call upon the international community to end violence and
terrorism (JD 9–11), unity in martyrdom (JD 12), the indispensability of
interreligious dialogue (JD 13), and religious freedom (JD 14–16). The
second subsection deals with poverty (JD 17–18) and calls on the
Churches ‘to defend the demands of justice, the respect for peoples’
traditions, and an authentic solidarity towards all those who suffer’
(JD 18). In the third subsection the declaration covers the hot issue of
‘family’, including the right to life and an address to young Christians
(JD 19–23). The primates take a firm stand on family based on
marriage between a man and a woman. They also address abortion
and euthanasia and defend the inalienable right to life. Francis and
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Kirill encourage young Christians to use their God given abilities and
not to be afraid to live according to God’s commandments of love. The
fourth subsection touches the complicated and delicate issue of the
Greek Catholics (JD 24–25). The primates repudiate any form of
proselytism. They also confirm that uniatism is not the way to reestablish unity. The Greek Catholic Churches, stemming from certain
historical circumstances, have the right to exist and meet the spiritual
needs of their faithful. In the last, the fifth, subsection the text deals
with the situation in the Ukraine and expresses the hope that the
Schism between the Orthodox faithful may be overcome.
The conclusion (JD 28–30) finally deals with two themes. It first
recognises the common call to proclaim together the Good News of
redemption and ‘to testify together to the moral dignity and authentic
freedom of the person’ (JD 28). Second, it closes the declaration with
gratitude for their mutual understanding and for the meeting, seeking
refuge under the protection of the Mother of God, and invoking her
intercession, so that Catholics and Orthodox may be reunited.

Important Topics
I would like now to address three topics of the Joint Declaration which
are, I think, quite important for ecumenism: 1) unity in martyrdom, 2)
family, and 3) reconciliation between Greek Catholics and Orthodox.
This is not to say that the other topics the declaration deals with are
not important, but in my opinion these three topics are especially
important for ecumenism. A fourth topic will address the concerns of
Greek Catholics.

Unity in Martyrdom
It seems already to be common knowledge (only?) among Christians
that the twentieth century produced more Christian martyrs than
1
most of the previous nineteen put together. The trend that Christians
are being persecuted worldwide because of their faith continues in the
twenty-first century.
Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill acknowledge this situation and
‘bow before the martyrdom of those who, at the cost of their own
1

Cf. David B. Barrett and Todd M. Johnson, World Christian Trends AD 33–AD
2001: Interpreting the Annual Christian Megacensus (Pasadena: William Carey
Library, 2001) 229, Table 4–3: martyrs AD 33–2000: 69,420,000; martyrs in
20th century: 45,400,000.
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lives, have given witness to the truth of the Gospel’ (JD 12). Both
primates unite themselves in recognising the persecution of the
faithful of their respected Churches and bear witness to the fact that
these brothers and sisters have given strong witness to the living God.
These Christians prefer ‘death to the denial of Christ’ (JD 12).
We may learn from persecuted Christians that their persecutors do
not see different Christian denominations. They only recognise that
these people are Christians. This is enough for them to justify
persecution and to deny Christians the right to live. Our brothers and
sisters find themselves in a situation where their Christian faith has
ceased to divide them. They experience this situation as the decisive
point which unites them. They are, in a certain sense, forced from
outside to recognise their unity in the Christian faith. It is an
existential unity, a unity of blood because it is the unity of martyrdom.
Both primates are convinced that these brothers and sisters are
called to bear witness to the promise of Christian unity: ‘We believe
that these martyrs of our times, who belong to various Churches but
who are united by their shared suffering, are a pledge of the unity of
Christians.’ (JD 12) It is remarkable that Francis and Kirill are so clear
on this and that they state it together. They seem not to be afraid to
tell the world that Roman Catholics and Orthodox are united. In fact,
they include all Christians into this witness because Francis and Kirill
do not simply speak of Catholics or Orthodox but ‘of those who, at the
cost of their own lives, have given witness to the truth of the Gospel,
preferring death to the denial of Christ’ (JD 12).
What has happened is astonishing. Not long ago, there seemed to be
no way that Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill would soon meet.
Suddenly—at least for the public—the meeting of the two was
announced. In their Joint Declaration they finally acknowledged unity
in martyrdom and interpreted it as a promise of Christian unity to
come.
The significance of this statement cannot be overlooked. First, the
1
two primates represent more than two-third of all Christians and
therefore the majority of Christianity. They recognise in martyrdom a
way of unity, even more, re-established unity. Surely, this is only one
perspective with regard to unity. Nether Francis nor Kirill would deny
1

Cf. Todd M. Johnson et. al., ‘Christianity 2016: Latin America and Projecting
Religions to 2050’, International Bulletin of Mission Research 40/1 (2016), 25–6.
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that dogmatic differences etc. remain and need to be addressed. This
perspective, however, opens the view that Christian unity is, on an
existential level, already real and gives witness to a common baptism.
Second, the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic church breathes in this
statement with both lungs. Francis, the representative of the largest
Western Christian tradition, and Kirill, the representative of the
largest Eastern Christian tradition, issued the statement together. This
lets us hear what it is like when Eastern and Western Christianity
speak with one voice.

Family
Speaking with one voice is also necessary in regard to family issues we
are facing today. Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill are clear that the
‘family is based on marriage, an act of freely given and faithful love
between a man and a woman’. (JD 20) In this love wife and husband
are called to be a gift for one another. The pastoral constitution on the
Church in the modern world Gaudium et spes 24 comes to mind: ‘the
human, the only creature on earth whom God willed for its own sake,
1
can attain its full identity only in sincere self-giving.’ Pope John
Paul II affirmed this in his encyclical Dominum et vivificantem, 59:
‘These words of the Pastoral Constitution of the Council can be said to
2
sum up the whole of Christian anthropology’. The renowned
Orthodox theologian Paul Evdokimov also found apt words to
formulate this fundamental truth: ‘The deepest “I”, the element most
3
personal and unique, is a gift.’ On these grounds wife and husband
are able to build a family, ‘the natural centre of human life and society’
(JD 19).
Both primates testify to the same conception of the family, that is to
say, that it is a path of holiness (cf. JD 19). The spouses are called to
give witness to this character of the family. They also bear
responsibility to be faithful to each other in their living together, to be
1

Tanner SJ, Decrees, 2:1084.
John Paul II, Dominum et vivificantem (Rome, 18 May 1986),
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jpii_enc_18051986_dominum-et-vivificantem.html.
3
Paul Evdokimov, The Sacrament of Love: The Nuptial Mystery in the Light of
Orthodox Tradition, trans. Anthony P. Gythiel and Victoria Steadman, third
printing (New York: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2001), 53 (emphasis in
original).
2
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open for children, to care for solidarity between the generations, and
to respect the poor and weakest. This conception of the family is
shared by Orthodox and Catholics alike (cf. JD 19).
Francis and Kirill seem to emphasise the family so clearly because
they are aware of the crises in the family. They share their concern
about it (cf. 19). The key to their understanding of the crises is
revealed in the fact that there are now other forms of cohabitation
raised to the same level as the union between a man and a woman on
which the family is based (cf. JD 20). The primates regret that these
forms are considered equal to marriage and that ‘the distinct vocation
of man and woman in marriage is being banished from the public
conscience’ (JD 20).
With their statement Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill counter
attacks on the family. They affirm the union between man and woman
as willed by God. Both primates hold fast to the ‘distinct vocation of
man and woman in marriage’ (JD 20) to become a gift to one another
and become father and mother. Both fatherhood and motherhood are
‘consecrated in the biblical tradition’ (JD 20), as they explicitly say. It
is a courageous statement and a good sign of the ecumenical
endeavour that Francis and Kirill can proclaim the biblical view of
man and woman together with one voice.

Reconciliation between Greek Catholics and Orthodox
The third topic I would like to draw attention to is the difficult issue
of reconciliation between Greek Catholics and Orthodox. This issue
has been more or less the stumbling block in the ecumenical dialogue
between the Roman Catholic Church and the (Russian) Orthodox
Church, let alone the papacy. The difficult situation arose after the fall
of communism in Eastern Europe and the rebirth of the Greek
Catholic Churches. The concerns are clearly stated in the Balamand
Communiqué:
The profound changes which have taken place in Central and Eastern
Europe, involving the rebirth of religious liberty and the resumption of
open pastoral activity by the Oriental Catholic Churches, have made
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these questions the touchstone of the quality of the relations between
1
the Catholic and the Orthodox Churches.

Therefore it is remarkable that Kirill signed a document which clearly
states the right for the Greek Catholics to exist and care for the
spiritual needs of their faithful (cf. JD 25).
The joint declaration deals with this issue in paragraph 25. The
opening sentence might be surprising because it voices the hope for
reconciliation between Greek Catholics and Orthodox ‘wherever
tensions exist between’ them. This indicates a new view on Greek
Catholics from the Orthodox side. Kirill does not, of course, say here
that problems do not remain. Both primates, however, seem
determined to overcome together the difficult situation between
Orthodox and Greek Catholics. The first step to this end is the
recognition of the existence of Greek Catholic Churches and their
right to exist. This right has already been declared in the Balamand
2
document para. 3, but has not been officially recognised by Orthodox
Church authorities. This has now changed.
It seems that the Moscow Patriarch could recognise the Greek
Catholic Churches because he was aware of the special historical
circumstances from which they emerged. These special historical
circumstances led to uniatism ‘understood as the union of one
community to the other, separating it from its Church’ (JD 25). It is
easy to understand why, for the Orthodox, uniatism was closely linked
to proselytism. This kind of unity making established unity with one
church while it was effecting new a division within the mother church.
It is thus said that uniatism is not an appropriate method to reestablish unity today (cf. JD 25). Greek Catholics and Orthodox are
brothers and sisters, not competitors (cf. JD 24). Number 25 is so
remarkable because it makes possible a new step forward without
denying the difficulties. It also confirms that uniatism is no method
3
for re-establishing unity.
1

Joint International Commission for the theological dialogue between the
Roman Catholic Church and the Orthodox Church, Communiqué (Balamand,
June 23rd, 1993),
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/ch_orthodo
x_docs/rc_pc_chrstuni_doc_19930624_lebanon_en.html.
2
Gros, Meyer, and Rusch, Growth in Agreement II, 681.
3
See also BD 2 and 12.

96

ONE IN CHRIST VOL.50 NO.1

The paragraph also includes the task for Greek Catholics to find a
way to live peacefully with their neighbours. This sounds a bit strange
because it gives the impression that Greek Catholics deliberately
disturb the peace. What could be meant here? The text alludes to the
nasty confrontations between Greek Catholics and Orthodox after the
fall of Communism. The confrontations were over Greek Catholic
property. After suppressing the Greek Catholic Churches the
communists confiscated their property and gave it to the Orthodox.
After the end of Communism the Greek Catholic Churches reemerged and started reclaiming their property. The re-establishment
of the Greek Catholic Churches and their claim on their former
property was for the Orthodox disturbing and offensive. ‘All this
dovetailed with longstanding Orthodox grievances arising from the
1
process leading to the creation of some Eastern Catholic Churches’.
This has been the cause of much disagreement and distrust. It is
therefore apt that the last sentence of para. 25 states that both Greek
Catholics and Orthodox are in need of reconciliation. They are to find
forms of co-existence which both Greek Catholics and Orthodox can
mutually accept.

The Concerns of Greek Catholics
All this seems fine so far, but there are serious concerns raised by
Major Archbishop of Kiev Sviatoslav Shevchuk, head of the Ukrainian
Greek Catholic Church, in an interview two days after the meeting of
2
Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill. The Major Archbishop observed
that Francis saw this meeting primarily as a spiritual event, but Kirill
did not. Evidenced was their brief addresses after signing the Joint
Declaration. They were quite different in style and matter. ‘The
impression was that they existed in two parallel worlds’, the
Archbishop noted.
1

Ronald G. Roberson, ‘The Dialogues of the Catholic Church with the
Separated Eastern Churches,’ U.S. Catholic Historian 28/2 (2010): 143. For a
more detailed study on this issue see Ronald G. Roberson, ‘Catholic-Orthodox
Relations in Post-Communist Europe: Ghosts from the Past and Challenges
for the Future,’ Centro Pro Unione Semi-Annual Bulletin 43 (1993): 17–31.
2
Cf. also for all following quotations, Fr Ihor Yatsiv, ‘Two Parallel Worlds’: an
Interview
with
His
Beatitude
Sviatoslav
(14
February
2016),
http://news.ugcc.ua/en/interview/two_parallel_worlds__an_interview_with_h
is_beatitude_sviatoslav_75970.html.
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Sviatoslav Shevchuk does not deny his admiration for the humility
of the Pope. The Major Archbishop also admits his generally positive
view of the Joint Declaration. He particularly mentions that Kirill,
finally, recognised the right for Greek Catholics to exist and to care for
the spiritual need of their faithful. This is definitely positive and yet
ambiguous because, as Shevchuk declares, in order to exist and act
they do not need permission from anyone.
When it comes, however, to the points about the Ukraine, Shevchuk
raises serious concerns. ‘[T]he points which concern Ukraine in
general and specifically the UGCC raised more questions than
1
answers’, he says. This could well be due to the fact that the Major
Archbishop was not invited onto the drafting team to express his
thoughts. ‘[T]hey spoke about us without us, without giving us a
voice’, he remarks, disappointed. This raises questions because
Shevchuk has been a member of the Pontifical Council for Promoting
Christian Unity since the time of Pope Benedict XIV who had
nominated him.
The most controversial paragraph of the Joint Declaration is,
according to the Major Archbishop, no. 26. To understand better why
Greek Catholics feel betrayed by the Vatican it is important to see the
context in which Greek Catholics live in the Ukraine. The last
sentence of para. 26 reads: ‘We invite our Churches in Ukraine to
work towards social harmony, to refrain from taking part in the
confrontation, and to not support any further development of the
conflict.’ Shevchuk comments on this and states clearly that ‘Churches
and religious organizations in Ukraine never supported the war and
constantly labored towards social peace and harmony.’ This is also
true for UGCC, as the Major Archbishop affirms later in the interview.
He also tells the interviewer that Greek Catholic priests ‘have never
taken up arms, as opposed to what has happened on the other side.’
This may suffice to give an idea of the context in which the
Ukrainian Greek Catholics live and why they feel betrayed by the
2
Vatican. Sviatoslav Shevchuk explains further on para. 26:
1

UGCC is the abbreviation for: Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church.
Sviatoslav Shevchuk: ‘Undoubtedly, this text has caused deep
disappointment among many faithful of our Church and among conscientious
citizens of Ukraine. Today [14 February 2016], many contacted me about this
and said that they feel betrayed by the Vatican, disappointed by the half-truth
nature of this document, and even see it as indirect support by the Apostolic

2
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One gets the impression that the Moscow Patriarchate is either
stubbornly refusing to admit that it is a party to the conflict, namely,
that it openly supports the aggression of Russia against Ukraine, and,
by the way, also blesses the military actions of Russia in Syria as a ‘holy
war,’ or it is appealing first of all to its own conscience, calling itself to
the same prudence, social solidarity, and the active building of peace. I
do not know! The very word ‘conflict’ is obscure here and seems to
suggests (sic!) to the reader that we have a ‘civil conflict’ rather than
external aggression by a neighboring state. Today, it is widely
recognized that if soldiers were not sent from Russia onto Ukrainian
soil and did not supply heavy weapons, if the Russian Orthodox
Church, instead of blessing the idea of ‘Russkiy mir’ (‘the Russian
world’) supported Ukraine gaining control over its own borders, there
would be neither any annexation of Crimea nor would there be any
war at all. It is precisely this kind of social solidarity with the Ukrainian
people and the active construction of peace that we expect from the
signatories of this document.

After Pope Francis had returned from Mexico, the Major Archbishop
Sviatoslav Shevchuk had the opportunity to meet the Roman Pontiff
and raise his concerns. It appears that it was a consoling encounter for
the Major Archbishop.

Conclusion
The Joint Declaration which Francis and Kirill signed in Havana on 12
February 2016, is proof of a new closeness between the RomanCatholic Church and the Orthodox Church, that is to say, the RussianOrthodox Church. It is no exaggeration to call this meeting historic,
because the Roman Pontiff and the Moscow Patriarch have met for
the first time since the Moscow Patriarchate was established in the
sixteenth century.
The new closeness, however, does not mean unity. Unity has not yet
been achieved. Both churches have still to proceed along the path to
unity, but walking together is how unity can be supported. Pope
Francis made it clear in his brief address after signing the Joint
1
Declaration: ‘unity is achieved by walking forward.’ Hope seems to be
See for Russian aggression against Ukraine. I can certainly understand those
feelings.’
1
‘Unity is found on the journey’, L’Osservatore Romano 7 (Friday, 19 February
2016), 13.
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justified that this journey will be a bit easier now. Patriarch Kirill
confirms this after his embrace with Pope Francis: ‘Now things are
1
easier’.
The real miracle is that Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill embraced
each other as brothers. They did it joyfully. If I am not mistaken, their
encounter was an easing of tension between the Roman Catholic and
2
the Orthodox Church. This impression is strengthened by the signing
of the Joint Declaration. Pope Francis and Patriarch Kirill have raised
their voices together. We hope that this will become quite normal in
future. Whether the meeting of the two primates signals a new step on
the way to unity, the future will have to prove.

1

Vallini, ‘Together at last’, 12.
This is only true for the majority of both churches, but not for all the faithful
of each. There were people on both sides opposing the meeting of Francis and
Kirill.

2
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PATRIARCH LOUIS RAPHAEL I SAKO AND
ECUMENICAL ENGAGEMENTS BETWEEN THE CHURCH
OF THE EAST AND THE CHALDEAN CATHOLIC CHURCH

Kristian Girling*
This article considers the involvement of the East Syriac churches—
Chaldean Catholic and Church of the East—in the modern ecumenical
movement, in particular Chaldean Patriarch Louis Raphael I Sako’s
efforts to further ecumenical discussion and encourage a policy for the
sustainable development of Christianity in Iraq. The importance of
recent ecumenical activity derives partly from re-engagement with
Christological and ecclesiological beliefs of over 1500 years standing
dating from the Council of Ephesus, and partly from massive
demographic changes which Christians of the East Syriac traditions
have undergone in the last 100 years: currently as much as 60 percent of
their populations reside outside of Iraq particularly in North America,
Europe, the Levant and Australasia.

Introduction
The Second Vatican Council gave extensive impetus to modern
ecumenical discussions and ecclesiological developments both within
and outside the Catholic Church. No more remarkable work of this
type has been undertaken than that which has taken place within the
framework of discussions between the Holy See, the eastern Catholic
churches and their progenitor communities. The Chaldean Catholic
Church and Church of the East, which predominate in Iraq, have been
some of the most active in seeking to change their ecclesial
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1

relationship. The closely linked history of these two churches of the
East Syriac tradition would appear to permit reconciliation especially
in mutual pastoral activities and indications have been given of the
possibility of full ecclesial communion as the basis for the future
2
organisation of both communities.
Inter-church discussion and shared activities in pastoral and
liturgical arenas have been facilitated by the Chaldean patriarchs
Raphael I Bidawid (1989-2003); Emmanuel III Delly (2003-2012) and
Louis Raphael I Sako (2013- ) and by the Church of the East’s late
3
patriarch Mar Dinkha IV (1976-2015). Their efforts have especially
coalesced around the encouragement of Popes John Paul II and
Benedict XVI to foster ecumenism as a means of ensuring the
Christians of Iraq—and the Middle East more widely—are more
resilient to the often violent socio-political changes which Iraqi
society has encountered since the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) and the
subsequent invasions and occupations of the country (1991 and 2003
onwards). This article will explore how the ecumenical discussions
have developed during the period 1980-2013; how the agreements
reached during this time between the Holy See, Church of the East
and Chaldean Catholic Church have affected the Chaldean
communities and the contemporary ecumenical thought of Patriarch
Sako.
The importance of considering recent ecumenical activity derives
partly from the remarkable re-engagement with Christological and
ecclesiological beliefs of over 1500 years standing and also from the
massive demographic changes which the Christians of the East Syriac
traditions have undergone in the last 100 years with at present perhaps

1

For a discussion of the status of the largest churches of Iraq: the Chaldean,
Church of the East, Ancient Church of the East, Syriac Orthodox and Syriac
Catholic, see Suha Rassam, Christianity in Iraq: Its Origins and Development to
the Present Day, new edition (Leominster: Gracewing Publishing, 2010).
2
Paul Matar, ‘Commentary on the Joint Christological Declaration of the
Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East—Its Reception by
Catholics’, in Second Non-Official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac
Tradition, Alfred Stirnemann and Gerhard Wilflinger, (eds.), Syriac Dialogue 2
(Vienna: Pro Oriente, 1996), 59.
3
Unless otherwise noted post-nominal dates throughout this article indicate
duration of office as patriarch, bishop, king &c.
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as much as 50 percent of their populations resident outside of Iraq
1
particularly in north America, the Levant and Australasia.

Origins and development of the East Syriac communities
to 2003
Prior to the consolidation of ecumenical discussions in the 1970s the
Church of the East had been set apart from the rest of the Christian
world since the early fifth century.
The Christian communities resident in the Persian Sasanid Empire
had come to represent an expression of Syriac Christianity largely
removed from Roman Imperial influence both in ecclesiastical
organisation and Christology. The community had gained a sense of
ecclesial distinctiveness which was driven by political expediency—
being under Sasanian Persian rule from 224; a perception that
ecclesiastical organisation should follow a principle of subsidiarity—
with the local bishops not necessarily deferring to the five
patriarchates of the West. There is also a different emphasis in their
enunciation of Christology, following the theological oeuvre of
Theodore of Mopsuestia and the Antiochene school: defending
dyophysite Christology and the significance of Christ’s humanity.
The decline of the Church of the East, and henceforward its
relegation to negligible recognition in the Western Christian milieu,
followed the dissolution of the Mongol empires and the fourteenth
and fifteenth century invasions of Tamerlane throughout south-west
Asia. Shrinking back into the northern Mesopotamian region contacts
with other Christian traditions were limited until the establishment of
the first East Syriac community in union with the Holy See in 1553
1

East Syriac is the most utilitarian description of the combined communities
of the Chaldean Catholic Church and Assyrian Church of the East derived
from their widespread use of the Eastern Syriac dialect in their writings,
liturgy and vernacular. Increasingly Arabic became the vernacular used
following the rise of Muslim rule in the Middle East but there has been a
widespread revival since the twentieth century of colloqiual Syriac—Sureth—
among many Chaldeans and members of the Church of the East. Cf. H. L.
Murre-Van Den Berg, ‘Classical Syriac, Neo-Aramaic and Arabic in the Church
of the East and the Chaldean Church between 1500 and 1800’, in Aramaic in Its
Historical and Linguistic Setting, Holger Gzella and M. L. Folmer (eds.),
Veröffentlichungen Der Orientalischen Kommission 50 (Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 2008), 321–2.
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whose members became known as the Chaldeans. From that time the
Chaldean community grew in influence and size. However, several
factions competed for recognition by the Holy See as the sole
legitimate Chaldean hierarchy and it was only from the 1830s that a
definitive ecclesial structure was confirmed, which to the present has
seen no further divisions. Such were the changes experienced during
this nearly 300 year period that the Church of the East’s hierarchy as it
exists today descends from the original Chaldean community of 1553
whilst the present Chaldean Catholic Church descends from the
patriarchal lineage of the Church of the East.
The Chaldeans remained the numerically smaller East Syriac faction
until the First World War but through the work of Latin missionary
orders gained access to the infrastructure and resources of the Holy
See and grew in strength, particularly in education. The widespread
massacres of the Syriac and Armenian Christians of the Ottoman
Empire from 1915-1918 was one of the most tragic events in history for
the Christians of the region with at least ten percent of the Chaldean
population murdered with possibly as many as a third of all members
of the Church of the East also killed including its then patriarch
1
Shimun XIX Benjamin (1903-1918). Events which shattered the Church
of the East and from which it has still, arguably, yet to fully recover.
With the conclusion of the First World War East Syriac refugees
from eastern Anatolia and northern Mesopotamia came to reside in
the cities of Basra, Kirkuk and Baghdad. The formation of the
Kingdom of Iraq in 1921 as a de facto economic vassal state of the
British Empire gave the Christians an opportunity to take part in a
relatively plural society which welcomed their socio-economic
contributions. The first King of Iraq, Faisal I (r.1921-1933), was
committed to emphasising an Arab Iraqi identity over religious or
other sectarian interests. This was vital on a practical basis due to the
split between the Sunni and Shia of Iraq. The Sunni formed a
numerical minority but controlled the majority of elite economic,
political and social positions in the Kingdom. The anti-sectarian
outlook of Faisal and his successors was welcomed by the Christian

1

David Wilmshurst, The Martyred Church: A History of the Church of the East
(Sawbridgeworth, Herts.: East and West, 2011), 436–7, 446.
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leadership who grasped the opportunity to consolidate their
weakened congregations within the social framework of a plural Iraq.
Despite the overthrow of the monarchy in a republican coup in 1958
successive governments oversaw a secular ethos in government and
society. Baath Party rule from 1968-2003 continued to support this
ethos and until the 1990s Iraqi governments were staunchly antiIslamist. Prohibitions on the intrusion of an overtly Islamic culture in
Iraqi society were welcomed by Christian leaders who were
recognizant of the revival of Sunni and Shia Islamism in surrounding
states from the 1970s and its detrimental effects on non-Muslims.
Baathist rule if often repressive at least provided an overall level of
societal stability for many members of the East Syriac communities.
Nevertheless, Christians had an uneasy relationship with the Baath
state with members of their communities often grievously affected by
Iraqi army attacks on Kurdish rebellions in northern Iraq where a
substantial minority of East Syriacs continued to reside throughout
the twentieth century.

Ecumenical ethos in Iraq and the role of Pro Oriente in
Chaldean-Church of the East relations
The political changes which Iraq saw from the overthrow of the
monarchy in 1958 until the eventual triumph of the Baath party in
1968 took place virtually concomitant with the commitment of the
Holy See to implement the extensive theological and ecclesiological
changes of the Second Vatican Council. Whilst the two episodes in
and of themselves were unconnected the impetus of both encouraged
Iraqi Christian leaders to look for participation in new types of
ecclesial engagement—the former suggestive of the need to develop a
coherent and united Christian response to societal change, and the
latter to absorb the significance of the encouragement for new ideas of
what form Christian unity should take as was generally noted in
`Unitatis Redintegratio’ and specifically among eastern Christians in
`Orientalium Ecclesiarium’. Church leaders were aware of the
necessity to present a strong front which even if not united
ecclesiologically could speak the Christian voice to the nation and
secure their presence in Iraq.
The Council documents were not the only influence on East Syriac
attempts to break down borders between churches, as efforts among
laity to promote greater inter-Christian activity had been strong in
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Iraq since the 1950s. The spiritual and ecumenical influence of
Discalced Carmelite fathers Robert Beulay and Raymond Charbonnier,
for example, became key to the formation of many Iraqi Christian
1
intelligentsia resident in Baghdad in the 1960s.
During the latter half of the twentieth century the Chaldeans largely
directed the pattern of their ecumenical engagements within Iraq.
However, a decisive influence in setting the tone of these activities
came from organisations ostensibly originating within the Latin
Catholic community such as the Pro Oriente Foundation. Pro Oriente
had originated as a vehicle for altering the relationship between the
Holy See and eastern churches in general. Based in Austria under the
patronage of Franz Cardinal König successive meetings from 1964
were held to provide opportunities for frank debates on all aspects of
ecclesiology, especially the Christological professions of each church.
Such discussions supposed the retention of the essentials of each
church’s identity but also considered new understandings of
2
ecclesiology and Christology.
The impetus for such changes relied on the growing affirmation that
true conversion and the salvation of one’s soul came not through
attachment to or membership of a particular church but through a
shared spiritual communion suggesting that a shared belief in the
essentials of the Christian faith was more relevant than the
peculiarities of each church. With that in mind the pursuit of
theological reconciliation was viewed as vital to hasten the
organisation of united Christian communities and overcoming what
have come to be considered as ecclesial and juridical barriers.
Efforts to involve the Church of the East in Pro Oriente were not
without difficulty due to the genuine concern with which they were
viewed by many as still holding to a Christology which if not actually
‘Nestorian’ was regarded as affirming a Christology of doubtful
1

Beulay’s influence still resonates with many Iraqi Christians today and his
appreciation of East Syriac spirituality can be found in his La lumière sans
forme. Introduction à l’étude de la mystique chrétienne syro-orientale
(Chevetogne: Éditions de Chevetogne, 1987).
2
Alfred Stirnemann, ‘The Vienna Dialogue between Catholic and NonChalcedonian Theologians and Its Treatment of Nestorius and Nestorianism’,
in First Non-Official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac Tradition,
Alfred Stirnemann and Gerhard Wilflinger (eds.), Syriac Dialogue 1 (Vienna:
Pro Oriente, 1994), 28.
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orthodoxy. Nevertheless, involvement was gradually seen as
acceptable and Pro Oriente viewed as a sufficiently neutral ground in
1
which the Church of the East could become involved.
Specific meetings focusing on the East Syriac communities began in
1993 and continued on a regular basis with to the present a total of ten
2
engagements. The meetings have proven very popular and included
contributions from all of the churches of the Syriac tradition and
representatives of the Holy See and the Roman Catholic Church more
3
widely. Despite being described as ‘Non-Official’ the meetings have
been organised with the support of the Holy See and closely involved
the Congregation for the Oriental Churches and the Pontifical Council
for the Promotion of Christian Unity. Topics have ranged from
ecclesiology to sacramental and liturgical theology with the meetings
granting often the first public chance of the respective churches to air
their views on their own and others’ beliefs. A basic but significant
outcome of the early meetings was to reacquaint each church with the
others. Indeed, even if the churches had often lived in close
geographical proximity this did not entail that each would have an
understanding of what the other believed nor did they necessarily
have the means or intellectual resources to discuss issues which went
to the heart of their particular expression of the Syriac Christian
tradition.
For the Church of the East and the Chaldeans the meetings provided
a basis for the future of ecclesial interactions which were expedited
from the mid-1990s.

1

Cf. Mar Gregorius Yohanna Ibrahim, ‘Comments to and Reception of the
Common Christological Declaration Between Pope John Paul II and Mar
Dinkha IV’, in Second Non-Official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac
Tradition, ed. Alfred Stirnemann and Gerhard Wilflinger, Syriac Dialogue 2
(Vienna: Pro Oriente, 1996), 54–5.
2
The most recent meetings carried out under a revised grouping titled
Colloquium Syriacum.
3
Bidawid went so far as to state ‘this institution will remain the most credible
symbol of the ecumenical movement since the Ecumenical Council of Vatican
II’. Raphael I Bidawid, ‘Greeting Message—Chaldean Patriarchate of
Babylonia’, in First Non-Official Consultation on Dialogue within the Syriac
Tradition, Syriac Dialogue 1, 24.
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The influence of Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI
The modern interest of the Holy See in Christian affairs in Iraq aligns
closely with the consolidation of the Latin Catholic presence in Iraq
1
after the First World War. There has also been a recognition of the
relative novelty and significance of having a Christian presence
originating from the Council of Ephesus involved in ecumenical
discussions. The Latin interest also derives from a genuine desire to
oversee the pastoral care of those often in extremes of difficulty
regarding their social status in a country dominated by Islamic
cultural mores and practices. The most recent interests of John Paul II
and Benedict XVI were determined by the decline of the sociopolitical situation and the rise of the need to offer religious and
2
humanitarian support to the Christians of Iraq from 1991. In-direct
interventions by the Holy See in Iraqi political life have come through
exhortations for peaceful resolutions to conflict, the behind-thescenes efforts of the Vatican’s diplomatic corps and the mobilisation
of Catholic popular opinion in opposition to the more malign effects
of Western and Gulf states’ foreign policies in Iraq.
The normative relationship of the Holy See with the Chaldeans is for
the Holy See to be the final arbiter in matters of dispute and not to
interfere with the day-to-day running of the Church. Thus, from an
ecclesiological perspective the Chaldean-Holy See relationship is
straightforward and theoretically requires no more or less work than
between any other sui juris church and the Holy See, the relationship
being practically affected by the necessary support of the Holy See
which the political situation in Iraq has dictated. By way of
comparison the relationship between the Church of the East and the
Holy See which has developed since the 1970s following meetings
between John Paul II and Dinkha IV has had to take into account the
historical status of the Church of the East and its reputation,
contributions to intellectual and social life in the Middle East and the
liturgical traditions which it has preserved, as befits ecumenical
1

Cf Fernando Filoni, La Chiesa nella terra d’Abramo. Dalla diocesi di Babilonia
dei latini alla nunziatura apostolica in Iraq (Milan: Biblioteca Universale
Rizzoli, 2008), 19–23 ff.
2
See, for example, Jean Toulat, Le Pape contre la guerre du Golfe (Paris: OEIL,
1992), passim; John Madey, ‘The Catholic Churches of Eastern Tradition and
Pope Benedict XVI’, The Harp XXIV (2009): 109–22.
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discussions between two churches of perceived equal status if not
1
equal size.
The structure of these meetings between the two leaders coming on
a relatively informal nature but acting as the basis for the outworking
of a formal Common Christological Declaration in 1994. The purpose
of the document to emphasise that both churches—Catholic and
Church of the East—hold to two ‘expressions of the same faith’
regarding the orthodox title of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the
2
human and divine natures of Christ.
We must note that, despite the naming of the document as between
the Church of the East and the Catholic Church it is not explicitly
clear whether the conclusions reached were binding on both churches
but the declaration itself does give some indication in the concluding
paragraph:
we [John Paul II and Mar Dinka IV] pledge ourselves to do everything
possible to dispel the obstacles of the past which still prevent the
attainment of full communion between our Churches, so that we can
3
better respond to the Lord’s call for the unity of his own.

It is not clear what the popular reaction of the Chaldeans was to the
Declaration but among the clerical leadership it was welcomed as it
highlighted the historical relationship between a community of the
East Syriac tradition and the western Christian community and
demonstrated apparently tangible results which ecumenical
4
discussions could bring forth.
1

John Paul II and Mar Dinkha IV, ‘Common Christological Declaration
between the Catholic Church and the Assyrian Church of the East’ (Holy See,
11 November 1994), para. 6,
www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_
chrstuni_doc_11111994_assyrian-church_en.html
2
Ibid. para. 5.
3
Ibid. para. 12.
4
Cf. Stirnemann, ‘The Vienna Dialogue’, 28–9. It should not be thought that
the relationship between the Chaldeans and the Holy See is that of the
Chaldeans bearing the burden of the Holy See’s decisions. Indeed, the efforts
of John Paul II in particular were strongly supported. The reverence in which
he was held is evidenced by the recent establishment of a shrine in Baghdad.
Robert Ewan, ‘Iraq: Baghdad Church Dedicated as Shrine to Saint John Paul
II’, Independent Catholic News, 30 April 2014,
www.indcatholicnews.com/news.php?viewStory=24643
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In noting the practical consequences which apparent Christological
reconciliation permits we should recognise the milieu in which Iraqi
Christians reside and that the Holy See was cognisant of this situation.
A Christian life in Iraq has always been one of practical restriction. No
temporal power which has ruled in Mesopotamia-Iraq has ever
converted to Christianity and, since the expansion of Islam outside of
Arabia, the Middle East has been dominated by Islamic religious law.
Thus, in viewing the Holy See’s role in brokering theological
concordance between Christians it should be regarded as so acting
with a view to protecting the churches and with acknowledgement of
the need to combat those whose agendas look to diminish the status
of non-Muslims. Therefore whilst theological discussions leading to
shared declarations may have benefits in and of themselves it is also
an expression of a wider plan for security and consolidation in the
Middle East of Christians that such efforts are pursued.
The subsequent outworking of the ecumenical discussions have
included:
1997: a Joint Synodal Decree between the East Syriac churches
1
affirming co-operation in pastoral areas;
2001: the agreement for admission to the Eucharist between the East
2
Syriac churches; and
2002: a common statement on sacramental life between the Holy See
3
and Church of the East

1

Mar Raphael I Bidawid and Mar Dinkha IV, ‘Joint Synodal Decree for
Promoting Unity Between the Assyrian Church of the East and the Chaldean
Church 15th August 1997’, in Third Non-Official Consultation on Dialogue
Within the Syriac Tradition, Syriac Dialogue 3 (Vienna: Pro Oriente, 1998),
185–8.
2
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, ‘Guidelines for Admission
to the Eucharist between the Chaldean Church and the Assyrian Church of
the East’ (Holy See, 20 July 2001),
www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/chrstuni/documents/rc_pc_
chrstuni_doc_20011025_chiesa-caldea-assira_en.html
3
Cf. Centro Pro Unione, ‘Dialogues between the Catholic Church and the
Assyrian Church of the East’, 2009, www.prounione.urbe.it/dia-int/ac-rc/e_acrc-info.html
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The continuance of discussions from 2002 was in part inhibited by
the 2003 invasion of Iraq which nonetheless underlined the need to
continue the discussions.

Intercommunion
The intercommunion agreed between the Church of the East and
Chaldeans since 2001 is the first and only formalised arrangement
between any eastern Catholic Church and its respective ecclesial
1
counterpart. The Holy See in supporting and ultimately permitting
such an arrangement indicated the concern which was held for the
sacramental life of all East Syriac Christians. Diaspora communities
can lack regular access to priests whilst even in Iraq itself regular
pastoral care can be limited due to the vagaries of a country facing
extended internal conflict. Nevertheless, this ecumenical procedure is
a hitherto unheard of approach by the Holy See towards allowing the
2
Eucharist to be so widely distributed to non-Catholics. There is no
data at the present time to assess how widely intercommunion has
been utilised by the faithful. It seems likely that it may have already
been a de facto normative procedure especially in cases of mixed
marriages and the 2001 agreement merely arrives as confirmation of
this.
The granting of intercommunion as a normative practice provides
for considering other areas which could permit such sharing. It is
commonly assumed that the Eucharist is at the heart of Christian life
among the apostolic churches and in being creative in the approach to
one sacrament the implication is that such openness can be extended
1

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, ‘Guidelines for Admission
to the Eucharist’.
2
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(Spring 2004): 11–43. For a more cautious appraisal of the situation see Ansgar
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to other areas leading to a breaking down of existing ecclesial borders.
What such sharing would pertain to is not immediately clear. The
pursuit of mutually acceptable sacraments leads more broadly to
question, what if any barriers to full ecclesial union remain between
the Chaldean Church and the Church of the East?

Ecumenism after the 2003 invasion of Iraq
On 20 March 2003 it would have been difficult to predict the likely
outcome of the invasion but the necessity of ensuring stability
regardless of the new Iraqi status quo was a spur for the Chaldeans to
re-engage with the Church of the East once the initial shock of the
invasion had passed. However, a major difficulty for the Chaldeans
was in having a crisis of leadership during 2003. Patriarch Bidawid
died in July 2003 and his successor—Emmanuel III Delly—was
ultimately selected as a compromise candidate by the Holy See after
the Chaldean synod to elect a new patriarch had failed to reach a
satisfactory conclusion. Delly, whilst a capable church administrator,
was perhaps not a sufficiently strong personality to withstand the
competing demands of the church in Iraq, the increasingly
autonomous Chaldean dioceses of the United States and the overall
decline of Iraqi socio-economic life. Therefore, ecumenical
engagements could be said to have stalled at a macro level but on a
micro level they did continue. Indeed, the 2001 agreement on shared
admission to the Eucharist was a marker of the level of ecclesial bond
which the two churches formally shared.
Ecumenism continued also through the work of the Mixed
Committee for Dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and
Assyrian Church of the East. This committee has as its goal dialogue
directly with the Roman Catholic Church and as a result there were no
Chaldeans present among the co-chairmen and secretaries.1 One can
note though that the Chaldeans would normatively follow any
decisions reached by the Holy See as long as they reflected the
particular sensitivities and requirements of the Chaldeans.
The Syriac Dialogue fora continued as the re-named Colloquium
Syriacum meetings. These new meetings have taken into account the
historic and contemporary social, economic and political life of the
1

For list of attendees see www.prounione.urbe.it/dia-int/ac-rc/e_ac-rcinfo.html
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communities and especially those resident outside of the Middle East
whether in the diaspora or the very large Syriac communities in India.1
This marks a new stage in the ecumenical discussions which
recognised that not only will theology affect the beliefs of a
community but also its lived reality on a day-to-day basis. Indeed the
ecumenism which the Syriac churches undertake must always be
noted in the context of being numerical minorities in the countries in
which they reside which often dictates their preference for developing
means for speaking with one voice on issues pertaining to Christian
religious life and their support for the ideals of religious freedom and
pluralism as led by the Holy See.

The roles of Bidawid and Sako
As John Paul II and Benedict XVI were keenly involved in the
establishment of ecumenical endeavours among the East Syriacs so
the passing on of the mantle of ecumenical efforts became the work of
patriarchs Bidawid and Sako.
The creation of the Chaldean community and its subsequent gradual
growth to become the dominant East Syriac church was facilitated
most assuredly by the role of dynamic and often highly charismatic
leaders. Such leadership is typified by the efforts of Bidawid and Sako
who have endeavoured to assert a place for the East Syriac tradition in
Iraq, in the Middle East and on an international level despite the
rapidly changing nature of modern Iraq.
Bidawid’s particular commitment to the ecumenical process derived
in part from his awareness of the scenarios which he encountered in
Lebanon during his tenure of the Chaldean Eparchy of Beirut (19661989). The experience he gained there of the realities of political and
military conflict in an often quasi-functional state with a significant
Christian presence equipped him very well to deal with the difficulties
which the Iraqi state experienced and the gradual decline of the social
situation for the Chaldeans. Bidawid encouraged greater co-ordination
between Christians within Iraq and across the Middle East when he
founded the Council of Catholic Patriarchs and Bishops (in the Middle
East) and a Council with a similar purpose for the clergy in Iraq in
recognition of the necessity for Christians to utilise all available
1

Dietmar Winkler (ed.), Syriac Christianity in the Middle East and India:
Contributions and Challenges, Pro Oriente Studies in the Syriac Tradition 2
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2013).
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resources for mutual support.1 We might suggest that as Bidawid and
later Patriarch Emmanuel III Delly (2003-2013) had to ultimately focus
more on assuring the temporal welfare of the community on a
humanitarian level, Sako was in a somewhat more fortunate position
to develop his ecumenical vision because of his relatively fewer
responsibilities, and time to take an active integral role in events such
as the Pro Oriente consultations.2 Once he was raised to the
episcopate and subsequently to the patriarchate he had the knowledge
available to implement his ideas more widely and to make them an
integral part of the patriarchal role.
If we are to understand the current and future potential for a
Chaldean role in ecumenical discussions we should look to some of
the most recent statements of Sako and to his background in intercommunal and inter-Christian affairs. Sako prior to becoming head of
the Chaldean community in 2013 had been the Archbishop of Kirkuk
for ten years. He was selected for the see in October 2002 and as such
saw the full gamut of changes in Iraqi national life following the
invasion. Moreover, Kirkuk was a vital city in which to have a strong
Chaldean leader as it was home to perhaps one of the most diverse
collections of Iraqi citizens in the whole of the country.3 Sunni and
Shia Arabs, Sunni Kurds, Turkomen and Christians of several
denominations all had significant presences there and, furthermore,
Kirkuk came to function as a focal point for attempts by members of
the autonomous Kurdistan Regional Government in northern Iraqi
territory to extend further their influence into central Iraq. The
attraction of the city was due to the proximity of one of the most
productive oil fields in Iraq marking the city for both strategic and
economic import. All these factors ensured Sako became well
acquainted with the need to deploy a variety of inter-communal
encounters to ensure the maintenance of the Chaldean presence and
1

Rassam, Christianity in Iraq, 172.
Louis Sako, ‘Does Ephesus Unite or Divide?’, in Second Non-Official
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to ensure a united Christian narrative when faced with so many
groups all competing for dominance.1 Sako’s accession to the
patriarchate can be considered fortunate as he would have few
illusions about the complexities of the efforts necessary to help
maintain the Christian presence in Iraq and the actors with whom
discussions would have to be undertaken.
It appears that a pragmatic perspective has gained ground among
the Iraqi Christian population given the decline which the Chaldeans
have undergone especially since 2003 which has to some extent
become normative. The shattered communities, dispersed families
and grave lack of economic development have all caused a
psychological shift among the congregations which points only to
2
further insecurity. In order to alleviate the situation a solution of
sorts is to be found in sharing the burden with those whose
experience most closely mirrors their own, namely, the Church of the
East. Sako’s vision for ecumenism appears to go beyond this, however,
to suggest that preserving the joint East Syriac community in and of
itself is also of great value to the worldwide Christian community to
ensure that traditions venerable and in some cases unique are saved
from destruction reflecting as they do an expression of very early
church life and one of the few apostolic groups to have developed
outside of the environs of the Roman Empire. This focus on unified
action by the churches is not only an ecumenical imperative. It is also
necessary as a means of ensuring the community’s security and its
survival as more than a token remnant of Christianity, in a few
scattered localities.

1
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Ecclesiological change and ‘The Church: Unity and
Communion’
One of the first documents Sako produced and which focused in some
depth on the future of the Chaldeans was his first anniversary pastoral
1
letter as patriarch: ‘The Church: Unity and Communion’. This letter
presents an overview of the normative position of the Chaldean body
within the context of Iraqi life, the wider Catholic community in
union with the Holy See and the necessity of ecumenical efforts to
shore up the Chaldean presence on a temporal basis but also
emphasising the theological imperative of some kind of reformation of
the relationship between churches in Iraq.
The letter considers the relevance of closer ties between and among
the Chaldeans resident in the diaspora and those still in Iraq in order
that their shared faith can safeguard the future of the Church.
This stabilisation is to be accomplished through a self-analytical
process and efforts ‘to contribute to the renaissance of our Church and
2
[through] serving our brothers.’ In considering the Chaldeans from
this perspective Sako brings together the spiritual and temporal
factors which affect the communities in their respective locations and
how they may support each other. The communion in spirit is
strongly present and should become one of the key means to
alleviating in part the circumstances in which the Chaldeans now
exist. As Sako goes on to emphasise, the situation of the Church calls
for an end to divisions related to ‘personal, sectarian and geographic
3
reasons’. This comment presumably looks to affirm the internal unity
of the Chaldean Church with the intention of providing a more
balanced paradigm and one in which strength as a community is
shown outwardly to the non-Christian groups in Iraq. This outward
appearance of unity is of great significance because of the nature of
the splits so prevalent in the global Christian milieu. In seeking to
place ecumenism and inter-communal discussions at the heart of his
patriarchate Sako has in mind the importance of retaining a physical
presence in Iraq, but also one which has a legal basis and therefore
1

Louis Sako, ‘The Church: Unity and Communion’ (Chaldean Patriarchate, 31
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cannot be ignored by the other constituent parts of the Iraqi people.
This is particularly difficult to affirm given the continuing stagnation
of internal political processes in Iraq and the decline of stability
leading to open conflict in many areas of the country.
Sako’s emphasis on separating the Church from sectarian interests
would appear to focus on the attempts to assert some form of political
separatism along the lines of an autonomous region for Christians
such as the area ruled by the Kurdistan Regional Government has
become for the Kurds. The Christian population, having no definite or
indisputable ethnic affiliation, would appear to be better served by
supporting a state in which they continue to operate as a presence at
1
all levels of Iraqi life. This is however increasingly difficult to achieve,
owing to the uncertain position of Chaldeans in Iraqi society. That
Sako seeks to re-establish the Christian presence shows he is mindful
of the limits which hostile political and religious factions place on his
efforts.
The heart of the ecumenical vision is in ‘having no choice for us but
“Unity”, which is the biggest challenge to the renaissance of our
2
Church’. This echoes his earlier point on the personal renewal which
3
is required of all Chaldeans. The unity of which he speaks comes with
a reference to the parochial outlook which is experienced within the
community with the vision for the Chaldeans appearing to extend no
4
further than regional level in some instances. This mentality he
asserts must end if the Chaldeans are to survive as more than a token
presence in Iraq. This section of his letter concludes: ‘Unity is the only
5
hope for our future! In it lies the salvation and vitality of our Church!’
In having this dual purpose tied together around the salvific message
greater urgency is attached to such efforts.

Sako’s relations with the Church of the East and the future
of the East Syriac community
Sako’s accession to the patriarchate has been welcomed by the
majority of the Chaldean community with his energetic and consistent
1
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approach to raising the profile of the Iraqi Christian population both
within and outside the Middle East. Moreover, it is understood by the
Church of the East that Sako and his overtures to better and closer
relations will be difficult to ignore in the long term given the
continued deterioration of the demographic situation in Iraq and the
1
significance of maintaining a Christian presence in Iraq. Both issues
are of equal if not greater concern to the Church of the East given that
so few of its population still remain in the country.
However, it is unclear how receptive the Chaldean congregations are
to the ideas of modern ecumenism. An assessment by the Church of
the East gave an overview of the strength of support for ecumenism
and its results among their community during 1994-6. Whilst support
was found to be strongest in the diaspora rather than in Iraq the
conclusion was reached that success was largely reliant on the efforts
of individual clergy to promote, or not, the new ideas which have been
2
developed through ecumenical discourse.
Chaldeans in Iraq today, be they clergy or laity, are more concerned
with surviving the upheavals of social and political life, than with
ecumenical endeavours. Indeed, the attachment to a particular
Chaldean identity remains very strong even if an assertion of an Iraqi
Christian identity is increasingly supported. Therefore, further
movement towards an association with the institution of the Assyrian
Church of the East is likely to be resisted whereas closer integration of
the history, traditions and culture of the East Syriac tradition in its
first centuries of existence is more likely to be welcomed.
Nevertheless, from the perspective of the church leadership, as we
have noted, ecumenism will likely be a means to a secure
consolidation of the Christian population resident in Iraq and abroad
and it is hoped that this will be more widely recognised in due course.
Whether the ecumenical goals can be attained sufficiently quickly to
assuage the problems which the population in Iraq are experiencing is
however unclear, or indeed whether the Church of the East is as
desirous of full ecclesial communion as are the Chaldean leaders.
1
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The greatest issue to be resolved is the existence of a different
mindset between the two churches in the ecclesiological expressions
to which they hold, even though the theological issues of contention
1
have been resolved since 1994. Moreover, in general terms there
appears to be a perception that there is little liturgical difference
between the Chaldeans and the Church of the East in essential
matters. But it is not clear what actual unity between the two bodies
will consist in, or whether their respective hierarchies are willing to
broaden their ecumenical commitment, beyond attending each
others’ religious events or seminars. For the two communities despite
all their efforts still retain distinctive characteristics and boundaries of
a more intangible nature.
This level of distinctiveness was epitomised by the formal reception
of bishop Bawai Soro of the Church of the East into the Chaldean
Church in May 2008 along with several parishes under his pastoral
care in California. This event highlighted the different understandings
and practices of full ecclesial communion. As the local Chaldean
Diocesan Announcement outlined:
the clergy and faithful of the Assyrian parishes and missions…have
publicly requested fullness of communion with the Catholic Church
and living union with the Chaldean Church by their entrance into the
2
Chaldean Catholic Dioceses.

This concept of full communion presupposes that one must formalise
the relationship with the Chaldean Church via shared agreements and
statements and also enter into the jurisdiction of that Church and by
extension accept the leadership of the Holy See.
The movement of Soro and over 5,000 laity into the Chaldean
Church has been characterised by an apparent desire to consolidate
Christian communities at a time when huge obstacles affect the
church internationally but also to protect and defend the heritage of
1
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1

the East Syriac communities. This movement has affected ecumenical
activity and indicates a significant proportion of the Church of the
East being dissatisfied with the direction of their church whilst many
also have a sincere desire for what they perceive as a definitive union
2
with the Holy See.
It would appear that Soro acted from a theological desire to fulfil
what he regards as the ecumenical necessity of restoring unity with
the Holy See. Indeed, whatever other motives may have affected his
decision, his ecclesiological paradigm is in accord with that of
Benedict XVI. This paradigm affirms that unity with the Holy See is
the ultimate marker of ecumenical reconciliation whilst permitting
much independence in the direction and leadership of the church.
How Sako and his patriarchal counterpart, the newly installed
Gewargis III (2016- ), can resolve such differences within their
communities and still retain their particular spheres of influence is
unclear. From this arises a further issue of complication as to which
part of the East Syriac community can claim the legitimate heritage of
the undivided Church of the East prior to the first major
establishment of a Chaldean community in 1553. Indeed in his pastoral
letter Sako affirms the heritage of the Church of the East prior to the
first Chaldean union with the Holy See.
Isn’t it that our country launched the Christianity to Asia: Tibet, China,
India, Afghanistan and the Gulf, being the widest spread of faith in
history? This achievement is credited to the cultural, theological,
spiritual, and missionary effort of our early fathers. We have to
remember them to stay a Universal Church open to all people,
3
languages and nationalities and not locked in a certain ghetto!

This is not a question of rivalry per se but would seem a concern about
which patriarchate in a future fully united ecclesial communion can
assert the dominant position in leadership. Unless, there is a
compromise in some form or an interest in pursuing the two forms of
1
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the same faith in an ecclesial as well as theological expression. The
Syriac Dialogues and more recent Colloquium Syriacum would appear
to support this in regards to theology because it is by nature more
abstract than the re-organisation which might be required were full
ecclesial communion to be the preferred method of church
governance.

Conclusion
Ecumenism has connotations for many of progressing towards an
ultimately positive conclusion in which all Christians can be united in
communion despite often seemingly irreconcilable differences in
liturgical, theological or ecclesiological matters. The means and final
aim of asserting this communion in some instances lacking realistic
expectations of what may be feasibly achieved. In the case of the East
Syriac community a realistic procedure of increasingly cordial
relations appears to have produced tangible results the like of which
many other ecumenical interlocutors look to with great respect. If the
socio-economic situation in which the East Syriacs find themselves is
a cause of these expedited dialogues is it a no less valid reason to forge
a lived reality of an environment open to direct interaction and
1
integration between the churches?
The role of Sako as patriarch is possibly one of the most crucial for
many generations in the leadership of the East Syriac tradition given
his de facto responsibility for the largest part of the community and
the significant resources which can be utilised via the Holy See to
consolidate many aspects of Christian life in Iraq. It falls to him to
implement solutions for the safety and future of the Chaldean
population in religious, social and economic arenas. Therefore, if he
considers ecclesiological change and inter-communal dialogue to be
the means of providing some relief for the situation of the Chaldeans
it reflects his acknowledgement of and long-standing belief in the

1
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relevance of theological and historical study of the East Syriac
1
churches to their interactions with secular society.
Furthermore, Sako’s efforts are not without precedent for
considering ecclesiological change a means to alleviate extreme
circumstances in which the Church finds itself. In the early fourth
century three successive patriarchs were martyred during the
persecutions of the Sassanid Empire under Shah Shapur II (b.309d.379) and led to the development of a more independent focused
ecclesiology for the church in the region to ensure association with
Roman ecclesiastical and political influence was limited and thus give
2
less cause to Shapur to continue his attacks on the church. Whether
Sako and Giwargis look to develop similarly radical changes to their
ecclesiological paradigms in practice remains to be seen. Yet such a
precedent indicates the vitality of the East Syriac tradition and that it
can survive similarly traumatic experiences as events since 2003 and
that a decisive intervention in the organisation of the churches in the
next decade may place the churches on a stable platform to reform
and forge new means of presence both in the Middle East and the
diaspora and ensure that the contributions of East Syriac Christian life
to an international audience are continued.
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THE MONASTERY AS A PLACE OF INVENTION FOR
THE WORLD
Olivier Abel*
Translated by John Bolger
The invention of the ‘monastery’, and its inventive potential, imply an
uncertain relation to the world: are we in the world, outside it, in it but
not of it, ready to leave it? Or temporarily withdrawn from it, in order to
return? The idea of the monastery has assumed different functions in
the course of history. We propose to show how this kind of retreat from
the world forms the world. We examine the rupture of Reformation, to
understand what it challenges, but also what it generalises. We end with
today’s forms of monastic invention, and the crying need for institutions
of retreat. This paper was earlier given at the symposium
Protestantisme et vie monastique: une nouvelle rencontre, reported
on below, pp.155-7.

First thoughts
Let me begin with a personal anecdote. From 1969 to 1975 our young
peoples’ group from Robinson, Paris (there were over a hundred of us
from the secondary schools around Châtenay and Sceaux) were greatly
exercised by a debate which took up evenings, Easter camps, and
Summer hikes round the Ardèche, and which caused serious divisions:
should we be in the world, dispersed among and with other people, or
should we be on the world’s margins, in communities which from
*
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some points of view were alternatives to this world’s ways of life?—
debates which shaped a number of lives. To take a more detached
view, and an example from more remote circumstances, I think of the
paleontological observation that in prehistoric societies the first signs
of the great inventions which revolutionised the general way of life,
are often to be found in groups banished from the clan, that is,
younger members excluded from the reproductive cycle and from the
clan hierarchy.
In, or out of the world? Or perhaps in it, but not of it, ready to leave
it? Or maybe temporarily withdrawn, ready to return one day to the
everyday world? But why do such a thing? It is an old question which
has taken many forms. I share with Danièle Hervieu-Léger the view
that monasteries are on the one hand places with a long memory, in
particular where the church remembers its original oneness, and on
the other, experimental laboratories with utopian imaginations. I have
spoken of them as social pioneers, as a cutting edge with the capacity,
as they spread and evolved, of transcending current social structures
so as to invent the hospice, the foreign legion, schools, prisons—so
many apparently unrelated institutions, but all stemming, in various
ways, from monastic invention. In any case, all great human
inventions are reiterative, that is, they need to be reinvented from
time to time.
It seems to me that we have here to do with something which has
existed in all civilisations and at all times, in different guises but
serving the same function, or maybe with different functions, but
always with the same essential form, the same idea. Which functions?
What forms? There are any number of hypotheses and perspectives.
First, there is the idea of a place of safety for accumulated knowledge
and know-how, a Noah’s ark for carrying forward the most precious
memories, especially in dark times when it is a matter of getting
through the troubles, and ensuring the possibility of starting over—in
Foundation, Isaac Asimov rewrites our ‘Middle Ages’ in just such a
way. Secondly, there is the idea of a hierarchy between the life of
endeavour, work and action, and the contemplative life of constant
prayer, through which one ascends by degrees towards the divine life
of adoration, to a condition where one does nothing for the sake of
something else, free-wheeling as it were, precisely ‘for nothing’, wholly
disinterested. It is this stage of expending—in which societies use up
their surpluses, economic as well as demographic, by multiplying

124

ONE IN CHRIST VOL.50 NO.1

monasteries in which time is socially wasted, spent in pure loss—
which Georges Bataille analysed with particular reference to Tibetan
Lamaism. Thirdly, there is surely also a powerful dialectic between
enclosure and disclosure, for I would say that the anthropological
balance sheet requires an all-round equilibrium between the two:
openness is impossible without a proportionate enclosure, and it is
impossible to sustain ‘openness’ at every level and in all respects. One
might even say that a great transcendental, vertical openness demands
a great immanent, horizontal enclosure, as Victor Hugo wrote in his
chapter in les Misérables on the monastery: ‘the monastery ... is one of
the optical appliances that man trains on the infinite.’
My plan here is as follows: I begin with what seems to me to be the
initial intuition, that retreat from the world is definitive of the world; I
then consider the break generated by the Reformation, what it
challenges and what it generalises; and I end with invention as we
have it today, and the crying need for the institution of retreat.

1. The initial intuition: retreat from the world is definitive
of the world
In defining the elements and levels of the active life I have already
mentioned Hannah Arendt. In a lecture in honour of Lessing which
she gave in the 1950s entitled ‘On Humanity in Dark Times’ she wrote:
More and more people in the countries of the Western world, which
since the decline of the ancient world has regarded freedom from
politics as one of the basic freedoms, make use of this freedom and
have retreated from the world and their obligations within it. This
withdrawal from the world need not harm an individual, he may even
cultivate great talents to the point of genius and so by a detour be
useful to the world again. But with each such retreat an almost
demonstrable loss to the world takes place: what is lost is the specific
and usually irreplaceable in-between which should have formed
1
between this individual and his fellow men.

This text has been very important for me in defining this ‘temptation
to withdraw’, both its legitimate function, but also its possible
distortion. For there are many ways of quitting the world. One may
1

Hannah Arendt, ‘On Humanity in Dark Times: Thoughts about Lessing’ in
Men in Dark Times (London: Cape, 1970), 4-5.
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leave the world as rats abandon a sinking ship. One may leave it by
means of distractions, evasions and consumption, or more generally
withdraw from it into one’s own private life; and this disaffection with
the public, political and common space amounts to an abandon of the
common world, that world which is (to some degree) in our care, for it
is not independent of us. One may leave it out of a desire for rest, even
perhaps for self-annihilation. But one may also leave it, withdraw from
it, in order to devote oneself wholly to a work, an art, research, to
knowledge. People have long left it to set out on the road with a troop
of players or tumblers. One may leave it, and it is one instance among
others, to consecrate oneself to a religious or eremitical way of life, set
apart. And here again the religious life may can go two ways: one
might say that the world is Satan’s realm, or one may say that ‘God so
loved the world that he gave his only son ...’
There have been times when this compulsion to flee the world, to
reject and escape from the world has been especially powerful, and
perhaps we can see signs and indications of this today. At the end of
the Roman Empire, at the moment that Constantine attempts to reestablish it on its Byzantine frontier, we find two or three centuries in
which the anchoritic movement is extremely powerful, with
individuals withdrawing to be on their own, whether to an isolated
garden on the Nile delta, onto a rock in the Syrian desert (the stylites),
or into a little hole in Cappadocia, etc. And this is where I would
locate the initial impetus, that of St Basil and the Cappadocian fathers,
of the two Gregories of Nazianzus and of Nyssa, etc. This initiative
consisted in demanding that those who withdraw, do so together, and
not each one to his own little corner. In a letter to some Cappadocian
brothers, Basil encourages them to be ‘witnesses of each other’s
success’.1 No one is a witness on his own, for witnessing is mutual, and
wherever two or three are gathered together to hear a complaint, or to
sing praises, a world already exists in their midst.
It’s about remaking a world, a real world, on the margins of the
world of worldliness, of empires, riches and vanities. It’s about
recreating a theatre of the glory of God, an alternative micro-world
1

Letter 295, to monks: ‘For great is my desire to see you all united in one
body, and to hear that you are not content to live a life without witness; but
have undertaken to be both watchful of each other’s diligence, and witnesses
of each other’s success.’
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which God may inhabit. It’s about reintroducing an interval, a space
between various voices and points of view so that we can be different
together, that is, maintain both our mutual resemblances, and our
respective differences. It’s about remaking a world according to a
rule—a game with a new set of rules, a way of life, or rather an
interplay of ways of life, each with room to move. It’s about
rediscovering the possibility of saying ‘we’, of thinking, speaking and
acting together—this communal dimension that Protestant style
individualism has often reduced to a minimum. In short, it’s like
putting a bit of risen dough aside and using it as leaven for tomorrow’s
loaf; putting aside a bit of the world which will be put back into the
dough of the whole world—and this movement constitutes a rhythm
in the course of which the word ‘world’ modulates its meaning and
colour: leave the world, set up a micro-world, return to the world.
Here I would add that the Church as ordinary institution is largely
an institution of transmission, of providing successive generations.
Kierkegaard felt able to make fun of it in the later editions of The
Moment, where he gave his recipe for Christianity: ‘Me, no I’m not a
Christian. But my children will be. And so it’s gone on for 2000 years.’
But monastic life, by its rule of chastity, exists beyond generation, in
mutual witness, in giving thanks together, in this theatre of mutual
disclosure [théâtre d’apparition mutuelle], to return to Hannah Arendt
and her definition of the world.

2. The rupture of Reformation, what it challenges and
what it generalises
The Reformation is known as having closed the monasteries,
defrocked the monks (Luther) and transformed bawdy balladeers into
preachers (Marot). This moment of crisis is also a critical moment, in
the fullest sense, in which one looks to grasp a point of origin. The
brutality of what happened has been forgotten, but even more, its
profound significance. For it was less a matter of ending certain
abuses (which caused a commotion at the time but here interest me
less) than of generalising and broadening an intention, and not
restricting it to a special caste. Monasteries and theatres were closed,
in order to reopen them differently: for everything is monastery,
everywhere one is ‘before God’, and everywhere is theatre, the theatre
of the glory of God. Indeed, I believe that there is a profound
significance in the unity of monastery and theatre, of the time of
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withdrawal and the time of performance—we will come back to the
mutual interplay of these two functions and forms.
The principal invention of the Reformation, of course, is what Max
Weber and many other saw as this-worldly asceticism: for one can
withdraw from the world in the world, and this is not the preserve of a
separate caste, it’s for everybody. The same movement boosted the
generalisation of intimacy, intimacy as a value—one thinks of
personal discretion regarding prayer and reading, to which I would
add the push towards creating personal spaces, bedrooms, etc.
This ‘invention’ (as mentioned above, great inventions are
reiterative, so there’s no suggestion that the Reformation invented all
those things ex nihilo) seems to me to have three corollaries. If a thisworldly ascesis is for everybody, then so is a certain frugality and
voluntary poverty: a rejection of unnecessary expenditure and
ostentation, coupled with a concern for a job well done (because
everything we have is a gift for which we should be thankful) will be
the driving force behind the bourgeois capitalist—in the classical
sense of the term, a world away from what we call capitalism today—
not in the way that Max Weber saw it i.e. by virtue of a boundless guilt
or the anxious search for grace, but in boundless exuberance and the
sense that we cannot afford to waste a second of the economy of
grace, but must give thanks a hundredfold for all we have received.
If this-worldly ascesis is for everyone, then so is a certain voluntary
obedience. The invention of the politics of modernity flows from this.
If there is obedience, then disobedience has to be possible, which is
clearly seen in Hobbes and Milton, even up to Rousseau. One only
obeys if one consents freely to a rule whose legitimacy is universally
recognized. The dreadful and vicious dialectic of ‘voluntary servitude’
by which La Boétie borrows Luther’s main ideas and applies them to
the political order, can thus be overcome thanks to a new political
regime, that of free submission to authority—this is the constitutive
principle of the secular city that would one day be called the republic,
and that we now call democracy.
If this-worldly ascesis is for everyone, then so is a certain voluntary
chastity. In the past one could escape a marriage to an unfaithful or
violent partner by entering the monastery: nowadays there’s no such
escape route, no convent! It’s replaced by divorce, (re)invented at that
time—from Calvin to Milton, it’s a subject I’ve studied a lot. As Peter
Brown and subsequently Michel Foucault have shown, chastity in
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times past had an emancipatory function, especially for women and
slaves, over against the dominant domestic regime. This emancipatory
function was later assured by the possibility of dissolving a marriage
to allow a free and new partnership. And this provision can already be
found in Deuteronomy, and even more prominently in the book of
Genesis, where it is God’s benevolent wish that Adam finds his Eve,
and does not remain alone: the conjugal couple is meaningful even
outside any procreation or generation. Note that here it is precisely
chastity that rescues us from Milton’s ‘servil copulation’, from
enslavement both to procreation, and to the domestic order in which
one is the property of another. Marguerite de Navarre makes this
suggestion on numerous occasions in her Heptameron. Act the angel
and you end up playing the beast.1
Throughout this section I have indeed portrayed the Reformation as
challenging the ‘setting aside’ inherent in monastic life (for a special
section of the population), but even more as a reprise and a
generalisation of the initial intentions. It’s time to return to ourselves
and see what all this has to say to us today.

3. Inventing today: the lack of institutions of retreat
Does this lack constitute a crying need? Is it a demand that needs to
be examined before responding too quickly? Is it a radical proposition
whose implications need to be carefully weighed? In any case, this
invention is desirable, as it were, at both ends: there is the need to
withdraw before one is able to present oneself, to withdraw so that one
is fit to show ‘who’ one is; but also the need to withdraw after one has
shown oneself, for then one has shown enough of oneself to make
room for others, or make room in oneself for another self.
Of course there is today a strong demand for places to deal with
burn out, to enable people to regroup and re-energise, so that they
can retrieve their skills, or acquire new ones. Of course there is also a
demand for a sort of spiritual tourism, for short breaks like a skiing
weekend, or a visit to Tibet. One could imagine some kind of
specialised hotel chain designed to meet this need, if not encourage it.
But aside from the gap between this public demand and the small
number of men and women making lasting commitments in a
monastic community equipped to meet this demand—and before
1

Pascal’s dictum: Qui veut faire l’ange fait la bête.
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responding too quickly to such a huge demand—we should first try
and find out what we really want, and what the monastic life could
provide, or rather open up (as one opens up a road or a path).
In the first place we lack places (and the time) for withdrawing from
the world of the market place. To be able to enter the market place
means that we must also be able to leave it, which is just what is
lacking today, in particular for those in precarious employment, such
as those in temporary work (whose status seems to me symptomatic
of a general condition) who are under pressure to show what they can
do, what they know how to do. But before the moment of
performance, a time of preparation, formation and maturation is often
needed, and it is this which is not recognised, paid for or provided.
One might imagine that having somewhere to live might transcend
the economic sphere, being fundamental to its operation, but not so,
for accommodation also depends on the market. For those who do not
have the means of providing a lasting, safe place for themselves, the
possibility of withdrawing from the economic market place is vital.
This possibility of withdrawal is equally vital for those who have been
displaced en masse by climatic, economic or military disturbance—
refugees and immigrants no longer knowing where they are, ignorant
of the codes of behaviour of the societies where they have landed up,
prepared to do anything just to survive. It is just as necessary for those
reaching retirement, but who have nowhere to retire to: growing old
may restrict the space in which one lives, but one still needs a proper
living space and contact with others, rather than progressive
isolation—if only in a somewhat anonymous collective. All this
represents a first axis of invention, where the monastery could pioneer
‘economic’ life, in the fullest sense.
We lack places (and times) for retreat away from the world of
statutory norms and rules. For these rules and norms have been
conceived for and by a rich society, sure of its rights and duties, of
what it can expect, and what is expected of it. But little by little a large
part of our society is slipping below the legal Plimsoll line: people
simply don’t have the means to live up to the norm, to keep in shape.
Our norms and expectations are beyond the means of individuals and
institutions. There are already fractures in our public space, from
which prisons are now largely excluded, perhaps too our hospitals and
universities. Our unschooled young people, the homeless, fugitives,
those with no passport, all those living hand to mouth, they too are
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excluded. Our institutions are specialised and uncoordinated, yet
there are people insufficiently delinquent for prison, not ill or
demented enough for hospital or psychiatric wards—such people are
left to their fate until their condition deteriorates to the point that
they can be appropriately labelled. Yet public health regulations,
useful as they are, would doubtless have forced the closure of
monasteries of any time or place! There is a major contradiction
between, on the one hand, an institution which one chooses to enter
in voluntary renunciation, and on the other, regulations governing
hotels which forbid offering the simple hospitality which is sometimes
required.
We lack places (and times) away from the world of noise, of media,
ratings, and from the dominant way in which the world is imaged and
imagined. This may seem a modest demand compared to the two
forms of retreat which we have sketched, but it may still be the most
important consideration. What matters is to have places of silence,
places where the racket of the world is filtered, places perhaps without
images, for images and especially the television’s fast-forward do us
(and lead us to do) as much harm as does noise. It is not by chance
that monasteries are conceived as places of inspiration, as creative
resources. One can easily imagine them, along with the potteries and
liquor production, as true collectives of writers, musicians,
documentary makers, and why not also physicists, biologists, etc. One
can even imagine as it were a Summer city where tourism is
transformed into an opportunity for truly new experience, as if holiday
clubs were to become little monasteries vowed to silence, but devoted
also to music, mutual language learning, immersion into the way of
life of completely different cultures, etc.1 Anything out of the ordinary
way of the world, anything which makes it possible to change our
rules for living the way we do, maybe by simply bringing in one or two
alternative rules which recast our habitual patterns of behaviour—
today, this would be an exercise in dis-alienation with respect to that
imaginary ‘happy life’, so narrow and limited. All of which constitutes
a third axis of invention, in which the monastery could be a pioneer of
‘cultural’ life, in the fullest sense.
1

Let’s imagine that next April first, the churches decide that Christians should
be converted, freed of their denominations, and swop places with anyone else!
One can imagine the universal mayhem ...
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Final thoughts
By way of conclusion, let us consider what we have proposed, at all
these different levels, by way of all these instances of invention. One
might first say that we have tried to give each person a second chance,
or rather seven or seventy times seven ‘second’ chances, at every level
and in every theatre of life—and make it possible for those who share
this experience to share it anew with other people. One might say that
every time there is a retreat, providing protection from the world,
limiting modes of communication and restricting the interplay of
external and internal, there is a corresponding time for broadening
communication, reopening the interplay of external and internal, and
of returning to the common world. In truth, every institution does
what we have just described: for example, a school with its children, a
hospital with its sick and wounded, or a prison with its inmates who
have been punished and now require rehabilitation. But what we
demand of monasteries, in this rhythm of enclosure and disclosure, or
openness, is an enclosure which is more radical, unconditional and
total at every level, and not one which is unconnected or irrelevant to
one’s life taken as a whole. Thus what we are missing is an institution
which is much more ancient, but also much more fundamental.
A second concluding suggestion would be that monasteries are
places where we experience—and experiment with—gratitude, and
the effects of gratitude on personal and community life. The monastic
way of life gives very little to the individual, in an extremely sober
form of life; and to maintain a life with very little, presupposes that
one will be on the fringe of what is usually taken for granted. But this
‘very little’, placed under the intense gratitude of prayers of praise,
spoken and sung, becomes ‘much’: for each one can give and do much,
according to the style and excellence of one’s particular talents. In
speaking of intense gratitude, before speaking of activity, productivity,
work, care and attention, I simply mean adoration, admiration, rest,
and even sleep. The price of grace is, in the first place, individual
disempowerment, leading to the realisation of one’s uselessness and
ineffectiveness. It is by revealing to each the chance to live, that
gratitude provides another chance.
I end with a third reflection, by way of recapitulation, to say that
monasteries can be pioneers of a society which would be profoundly
frugal, and thereby show that another way of life is possible, as a
profoundly non-violent society (as Quakers have tried to show), and
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also to demonstrate that it is possible to reinvent the common life on
quite different bases, as a society which would be profoundly devoid
of vanity, and freed from the way the world is currently imagined—
especially regarding current images of masculine and feminine, of
what is human, for in this way I believe it would be possible to
reinterpret and rediscover what chastity is for today.
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SISTERS UNDER THE SKIN: SURPRISING
CONNECTIONS BETWEEN THE CATHOLIC DOGMA OF
THE IMMACULATE CONCEPTION OF MARY AND THE
WESLEYAN DOCTRINE OF CHRISTIAN PERFECTION
Richard Clutterbuck*
This paper focuses on the key concept of Christian holiness and looks at
how this is expressed in the Catholic dogma of the Immaculate
Conception of Mary and the Wesleyan doctrine of Christian perfection.
It demonstrates some surprising connections between the two doctrines
and makes proposals for their development and expression in the
context of a violent and sinful world. A more social and relational
understanding of sin and holiness would enrich both traditions.1
This paper was initially drafted over a summer (2014) that underlined
for Christians the world’s need for the holiness, love and power of
God. Wars were, directly or indirectly destroying lives and
communities across the globe. South Sudan, Syria, Gaza, Iraq,
Ukraine, the Central African Republic: this is merely the a list of those
covered in western media. The intervening months have seen conflict
escalate rather than decrease. In Belfast, where I have lived and
worked for over a decade, we are all too conscious of the suspicion,
fear and tension that are never far away from our political and
community life.
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Contemporary and local issues are important because my theme is
the holiness and the power of God to eliminate sin from human life. If
that theme is not to be abstract and idealistic, it has to show some
relation to the world’s present need and to humanity’s present
sinfulness. While my argument is an exercise in ecumenical doctrinal
theology, it rests on an understanding of Christian doctrine that
points to the transformation of all things in Christ. In particular, I
would want to embrace what Ellen Charry calls the ‘aretological
intention’1 inherent in Christian doctrines, their potential for
stimulating Christian excellence. In other words, it will be important
to keep asking the question, ‘do these doctrines about the holiness of
the Blessed Virgin Mary and the entire sanctification of Christians
help us realize a vision of holiness in a world of violent injustice?’
I will return to that initial question later on. In the meantime, here
is an analogy that will help me set out what I am trying to do. The
South American Condor and the African Vulture have evolved from
very different and distinct families of birds. In spite of this they look
and act in remarkably similar ways. Both are birds with huge wing
spans soaring on thermals as they look for dead animals on which to
feed, both have heads and necks adapted for ease of dealing with these
corpses. Therefore, despite their genetic differences, both occupy the
same niche in their habitats, as carrion eaters that clear up after
animals have died or been killed. It is as if ecosystems had a need and
creatures evolved to fill the gaps. Without, I hope, stretching the
analogy too far, I am going to suggest that Christian traditions are
similar to natural ecosystems and that even where doctrinal
statements and spiritual practices look very different, a similar
purpose in doctrine and spirituality is being fulfilled.
Hence, in this paper, I take two characteristic doctrines that have
developed in the very different settings of the Roman Catholic and
Methodist traditions and show that they both—rather like the Condor
and Vulture—serve a similar theological and spiritual purpose. In this
way I hope we will find ourselves better able to get under the skin of
another tradition, to appreciate how and why its theology and
spirituality have developed the way it has. Furthermore, bringing
these two doctrines together in a single conversation may have other
1

E. Charry, By the Renewing of Your Minds: The Pastoral Function of Christian
Doctrine (New York: OUP, 1997).
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ecumenical benefits, enabling each tradition to gain a richer
understanding of what is at the heart of its own understanding of
Christian belief and life. This, then, is—at least in part—an exercise in
what Paul Murray has taught us to call ‘receptive ecumenism’,1 one
focused not only on the ultimate goal of reuniting the churches—
however important that is—but also on the more proximate goal of
learning to be better disciples of Christ and more effective Christian
communities through our contact with one other.
I have chosen to bring into the same conversation the Catholic
dogma of the Immaculate Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary with
the distinctive Wesleyan teaching on Christian Perfection or entire
Sanctification. Both have been and are controversial, even within their
own traditions. Both have complex histories—far too complex for me
to tease out in a single paper—and both seem to offer formidable
barriers to those who seek to penetrate the traditions they represent.
In what follows I want to give an introduction to each of these
dogmas and the Christian spirituality associated with them before
going on to explore the questions they raise and then develop what I
hope will be a fruitful relationship between them. In this way I will
develop one of the more important elements of a dialogue between
two Christian traditions. I am not the first to make this connection. In
an admittedly brief passage, the 1995 report of the British
Methodist/Roman Catholic Committee, having stressed that
Methodists are unable to share the dogma of the Immaculate
Conception as it stands, said this:
We can speak together of Mary being gifted by God with ‘entire
sanctification’, and her being a sign to us of the ‘perfect love’ to which
we are called by God. Methodists and Catholics have a shared concern
for sanctification as the work of the Holy Spirit, not only in the life of
2
the individual but also in fulfilling God’s purpose for all creation.
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The Immaculate Conception
Of all the Marian dogmas espoused by the Catholic Church, the
Immaculate Conception is probably the most difficult—indeed we
could almost call it bewildering—for Christians from mainstream
Protestant traditions. In Ineffabilis Deus of 8 December, 1854, Pope
Pius IX defined the dogma in these well-known words:
We declare, pronounce, and define that the doctrine which holds that
the most Blessed Virgin Mary, in the first instance of her conception,
by a singular grace and privilege granted by Almighty God, in view of
the merits of Jesus Christ, the Saviour of the human race, was
preserved free from all stain of original sin, is a doctrine revealed by
God and therefore to be believed firmly and constantly by all the
1
faithful.

Though recent in terms of its formal definition, the teaching that
Mary’s freedom from sin began at her conception is a long-standing
one. During the Middle Ages it was expressed in popular devotion
through the feast of the Conception of the Blessed Virgin Mary even
while theologians, such as Aquinas and Duns Scotus, developed
arguments to refute or support the teaching. The Catechism of the
Catholic Church, employing the language of Vatican II’s Lumen
Gentium, sums up the meaning of the dogma like this:
The ‘splendour of an entirely unique holiness’ by which Mary is
‘enriched from the first instance of her conception’ comes wholly from
Christ: she is ‘redeemed, in a more exalted fashion, by reason of the
merits of her Son’. The Father blessed Mary more than any other
created person ‘in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly
places’ and chose her ‘in Christ before the foundation of the world, to
2
be holy and blameless before him in love’.

Methodists, in response to this dogma (and I am thinking of the very
few who take the trouble to look at it), would most likely shake their
heads in bewilderment. They would share with most other Protestants
a number of issues with the Immaculate Conception. I will set these
out as briefly as I can. First, they would claim that its support in
Scripture is tenuous, to say the least. Those passages quoted in
support tend, they would say, to be prised from their original contexts
1

www.papalencyclicals.net/Pius09/p9ineff.htm, accessed 20 July 2014.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church (London: Rev. Ed. 1999), para 492, p.
110.
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and massaged to produce a new meaning. All too often, the sparse
biblical picture is filled out through the second-century
Protoevangelium of James.1 Second, they would—like many of those in
the Western medieval debate on the topic—question whether this
doctrine makes Mary properly the recipient of God’s grace in Christ.
Surely, they would say, our redemption necessarily involves the
removal of our sins through Christ’s life, death and resurrection, and
our cooperation with God’s grace through the response of faith. After
all, does not St Paul assure us that ‘all have sinned and fallen short of
the glory of God’?2 Thirdly, they would suggest that the dogma
detracts from the incarnation of Christ; far from it being fitting that
the incarnation of the eternal Word be brought to birth in an
environment of perfection and purity, they would worry that we are
being led away from the New Testament emphasis on the gritty
human reality of the incarnation.
Of course, I realise that there are carefully nuanced responses to
these criticisms, ones that seek to help Christians from outside the
Catholic tradition understand and even embrace the dogma.3
Nevertheless the dogma of the Immaculate Conception remains, for
most Methodists, a mystifying step too far. This is true for Methodist
patristics scholar, Frances Young, who, as a Patron of the Ecumenical
Society for the Blessed Virgin Mary, is very sympathetic to taking
Mary seriously. In her recent book, God’s Presence, she discusses the
development of Mariology and its present relevance. She says this:
The implications could be critical of some Marian developments: she
may be confessed as the human mother of God the Son, the human
daughter of God the Father, and the human temple of the Holy Spirit,
but surely we need caution with respect to the ‘Queen of Heaven’. She
may be honoured for her purity and her reception of grace, but the
Immaculate Conception idea risks removing her from common
humanity, as do notions about painless birth and intact virginity. The
4
humanity of Mary is required for Christology.
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Young’s plea for what we might call a ‘Mariology from below’ is, of
course, echoed by some recent Catholic writers such as Elizabeth
Johnson, whose own work on Mary steers clear of the language of
traditional dogma without offering a direct challenge to it.1
If, as I suggested at the beginning of this paper, Christian doctrine,
including doctrines about Mary, always has an aretological aspect as
well as a claim to truth, some further questions arise for those from a
Methodist (or, indeed, any other) Christian tradition. They boil down
to this: how does the dogma of the Immaculate Conception illuminate
our relationship with Christ in such a way as to enable us to more
perfectly imitate and follow him? There are a number of ways to put
this question more precisely. First, can the dogma of the Immaculate
Conception be turned to a more positive expression—in other words,
can it be seen not simply as a preservation from the stain of original
sin, but as something that enables us to live a life of perfect holiness?
Second, can it allay the fear that the Immaculate Conception is a way
of keeping Jesus at arm’s length from the dirty, sin-distorted realities
of human life? Jesus Christ surely does not, at least according to the
gospels, live in a sanitized bubble of beauty and goodness. That he
habitually sits at table with sinners should make us keen not to make
the womb that bore him too unlike other human origins. And, thirdly,
can it also deal with that other tendency often present in Marian
devotion and theology, the denigration of human sexuality? The
doctrine of the virgin birth is there to highlight the miracle of the
incarnation—the Word becoming flesh—it is not there to keep at bay
the supposed impurity of sexual activity. The traditional association of
original sin with sexuality leads to the suspicion that Mary—and
therefore Jesus—is being distanced from an important area of human
life, one that needs to be redeemed through holy practice rather than
ignored.

Wesley and Christian Perfection
Having, as a Methodist, taken a brief look at the dogma of the
Immaculate Conception and some of the problems my tradition might
find with it, let me turn to the Methodist tradition itself. The doctrine
of Christian perfection states that sanctification—the process whereby
1
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the Holy Spirit makes holy those who have been joined to Christ—can
and should lead to the complete identification of the Christian with
the love of Christ and the removal of all sinful resistance to the will of
God. This distinctive Wesleyan understanding of Christian perfection,
a teaching that Methodists themselves often find difficult, developed
in the context of a new movement for faith and holiness. The
organizing genius of John Wesley was to develop—in the context of
Eighteenth-century Anglicanism—groups committed to this renewal
movement. While conversion required individual decision, spiritual
growth needed community and relationships. Group identity was key,
and early Methodists were formed into societies, classes and bands.
These groups were important reflections of John Wesley’s theology of
discipleship, uniting his emphasis on holiness with his conviction that
Christians are most likely to make spiritual and moral progress if they
are together rather than isolated.1 Classes and bands were schools of
sanctity.
Doctrinally, Wesley’s theology—so powerfully expressed in his
brother Charles’ hymns—was largely derived from his Anglican
heritage. It was classical, in that it was based on scripture and the
historic creeds, it was Protestant, in that it highlighted scripture,
justification by faith and the priesthood of all believers. It was Pietist
in that it focussed on the warmed heart and the transformation of
inner experience and exterior morality. Contrary to the Calvinist
tradition, he was—as Methodists still are—Arminian in his theology of
grace. He opposed the strict Calvinist doctrine of double
predestination with the Arminian concept of God’s universal grace in
Christ. All have God’s prevenient grace working in them to enable
them to choose what is right. All can be saved from their sins by
responding to the all-sufficient grace of God in Christ. Human beings,
though they certainly cannot save themselves, nonetheless cooperate
with the Holy Spirit in the work of salvation and sanctification. With
this synergistic emphasis, the Wesleyan tradition stands closer to the
Catholic than to the Reformed position.
Within this broad stream of Christian theology, Wesley and the
Methodists who followed him, developed a number of distinctive

1
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emphases.1 Wesley—in spite of his protestation that Methodists were
‘friends of all and enemies of none’—did not fight shy of controversy.
He famously dueled with his fellow-evangelist, George Whitefield, on
the question of predestination, and was no less controversial in his
advocacy of Christian perfection. That doctrine had plenty of critics.
On the one hand there were the moderate Anglicans who shared
Wesley’s Arminianism but were alarmed at the idea of preaching
perfection as an attainable ideal rather than as a hope for heaven. The
standard Protestant teaching was summed up in Luther’s slogan,
‘simul justus et peccator’—at the same time, justified and a sinner—
and described in Article 15 of the Church of England: only Christ is
without sin and even regenerate baptized Christians must not deny
their sinfulness. On the other hand, even within the Methodist
movement itself, Christian perfection aroused controversy, with
debates about the timing (was it gradual or instantaneous?), the
experience (could you know yourself to be entirely sanctified?) and
the evidence of perfection (just how perfect did an entirely sanctified
person need to appear to be?). Those who claimed to have reached
perfect sanctification—and one shudders at the mere prospect of
doing so—often became an embarrassment to the movement. But
John Wesley’s stated aim was to ‘spread scriptural holiness through
the land’ and that meant encouraging people to move beyond initial
Christian commitment to lives totally wrapped up in the love of God.
It was a theme that had haunted him from the start of his ministry
and even before his evangelical conversion.2 During his lifetime he
moved from mentors such as William Law, Thomas A’ Kempis and
Jeremy Taylor, with their emphasis on the duty of the Christian to
please God in all things, to the Moravian and pietist emphasis on
holiness as a gift of grace to be received in faith.3 Wesley is described

1
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by a recent biographer as a ‘reasonable enthusiast’1 and both these
qualities come out in his promotion of perfection. It is wholly illogical,
he would say, for scripture to urge us to ‘be perfect as your father in
heaven is perfect’ if this is an impossible ideal. Similarly, how could he
(as a good Anglican) say the collect for purity, with its line ‘that we
may perfectly love thee’, if such perfect love was impossible?
In his understanding of Christian perfection—and this is perhaps
what makes him different from his eighteenth century peers—John
Wesley was particularly influenced by the text he knew as the
Homilies of Macarius the Egyptian.2 Now understood by scholars to be
the work of a marginal Christian group in Syria, these PseudoMacarian sermons offer a vision of the perfect Christian life that
brings together a spirituality of perfect union with Christ and a perfect
following of Christ in holy living. It was certainly a combination that
appealed to Wesley—he has a famous journal entry from his time in
America in which he says, ‘I read Macarius and sang’. He commended
Macarius to his extra-ordinary band of (mostly lay) itinerant
preachers, reprinting the homilies in the first volume of his Christian
Library.3 The homilies are full of stirring admonitions to let God
wholly transform human life into the divine image. They suggest both
a growth towards perfection, and a further progress in degrees of
perfection.
For Wesley a quietist view of perfection—such as he believed to be
found in many medieval mystics as well as contemporary Moravians—
could never be enough to count as true holiness. Love of God and
obedience towards God were inseparable. There could be no perfect
love of God that did not at the same time involve perfect love of the
neighbour. Holiness is, we might say, as holiness does.
Of course, there is perfection and perfection. Wesley tries to make it
clear that he is not talking about the absolute perfection of heaven,
1

Henry D. Rack, Reasonable Enthusiast: John Wesley and the Rise of
Methodism (London: Epworth Press, 1989).
2
Pseudo-Macarius, The Fifty Spiritual Homilies and the Great Letter,
translated, edited and with an introduction by George A. Maloney SJ, preface
by Kallistos Ware (New York: Paulist Press).
http://www.midwestdiocese.org/files/Diaconal%20Vocation%20Prog/2012/Ma
carius-Maloney-50-Hom.pdf, accessed 20-7-14.
3
http://wesley.nnu.edu/john-wesley/a-christian-library/a-christian-libraryvolume-1/, accessed, 8-10-14.

142

ONE IN CHRIST VOL.50 NO.1

but of a life perfectly oriented towards its proper goal (telos) of loving
unity with God. Herbert McGonigle puts Wesley’s teaching in this
way:
There is a final and ultimate perfection which belongs to heaven alone,
but there is also a perfection for this world, a perfection characterised
by no conscious breach of a known law which it is in our power to
keep. This twofold understanding of perfection depended, in turn, on a
twofold definition of sin. Perfection, understood as cleansing from all
inner sin, is possible when sin is understood in terms of conscious
violations of law. Perfection, understood as flawless obedience to the
law of God is not possible when sin is understood as any infringement
1
of that absolute law.

Why was Wesley so adamant that Christian perfection or entire
sanctification lay at the heart of the Methodist vocation? Partly
because he saw a testimony to perfection in scripture and the
Christian tradition. Partly because he did not think we could in all
conscience use such traditional prayer formulae as ‘that we may
perfectly love thee’ or ‘thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven’ if we
did not believe such prayers could be answered. Partly, of course,
because he saw such a desperate gap between a nation of baptized
Christians and a truly Christian morality. But perhaps most of all,
Wesley was moved by what he saw as the evidence of Christian lives.
Influenced by the philosopher John Locke’s call for evidence as the
basis for reasonable judgment, Wesley saw the Christian experience of
the Holy Spirit and the fruits of the Spirit in Christian lives as a
powerful basis for theological teaching. And if there was evidence that
this could happen in a few Christians in this life, then all Christians
could pray for it, even if not all received it. Wesley offered the
ordinary working-class Christian the same opportunity and challenge
as those who adopted the religious life, he sees sanctification as an
anticipation of God’s final elimination of sin, and he understands
growth in sanctification as a realistic expression of human life when it
is ‘in Christ’.
This teaching about ‘entire sanctification’ or ‘Christian perfection’,
which Wesley regarded as the hallmark of its spiritual genius, has had
a mixed history. At times it was cherished; sometimes it seemed a
source of embarrassment. In the nineteenth century, the holiness
1
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movements that sprang up in the United States placed more emphasis
on entire sanctification as an emotional experience—though it is
important to concede they did see social action springing from it.1 In
Britain the doctrine was honoured, but teaching that Christian
perfection was the aim for all believers found itself in tension with the
rapid growth of Methodism to become, in effect, an alternative
religious establishment.
It has to be admitted that there are genuine problems with the
doctrine of Christian perfection—some of them noted by Wesley
himself. We would be suspicious—and with good reason—of someone
who made grand claims of having achieved perfection. The saying ‘if
we say we are without sin we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in
us’ is true on most occasions. Wesley was careful to avoid the
language of ‘sinless perfection’, though he did believe that Christians
could, if only momentarily, reach a state where they did not even
commit unintentional sin. Indeed, he found it hard to believe that
intentional sin could ever accompany genuine Christian faith. He tried
to stress the limits of what Christian perfection might mean in this
life. It was not the complete perfection of heaven, but was still on the
way to a further goal— ‘from glory to glory’—a stance that suggested
to some critics that he was referring to ‘imperfect perfection’.
In the last one hundred years there have been several large-scale
books on Christian perfection from the perspective of the Wesleyan
2
tradition, including those by Robert Newton Flew and, more recently,
3
Thomas Noble. What is encouraging in these theologies of Christian
perfection from the twentieth and twenty-first centuries is an
appreciative engagement with the Catholic tradition, from the
patristic period through the Middle Ages to post-Reformation
spiritual literature. One monograph has even given us a detailed
comparison of Wesley and Aquinas on Christian perfection.4 Wesley is
now seen in continuity with a great ecumenical tradition, making it
1
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accessible to a wider Christian public. Given all this engagement it is
perhaps surprising that almost none of this literature mentions the
Mother of Jesus and absolutely none mentions her conception or
sanctification. Of course, that does reflect what Neville Ward called
the ‘deafening silence’ concerning Mary in Methodism.1 Norman
Wallwork2 has demonstrated how Wesley, driven by a typical
eighteenth-century Protestant suspicion, stripped out most of the few
references to Mary in the Book of Common Prayer. Methodists, as I
will try to show, need to get over their collective paranoia about Mary
and the Marian dogmas. When they do so they will find their own
understanding of Christian perfection enriched.
Methodism was, in John Wesley’s own words, ‘born in song’ and it
was the hymns of Charles Wesley that took Methodist teaching and
spirituality into the depths of the singers’ hearts. Charles, as in many
things, took a slightly different approach to perfection compared with
John. Starting with a more demanding definition of perfection than
John, he thought that perfection at the moment of death was more
normative than perfection in the midst of life and he put considerably
more emphasis on the gradual movement towards perfection than on
a momentary transformation. But his hymns still give passionate and
urgent voice to a perfectionist spirituality. Take, for example, the final
verse of one of his most famous hymns, Love Divine, all loves excelling:
Finish then thy new creation,
Pure and spotless let us be,
Let us see thy great salvation
Perfectly restored in thee.
Changed from glory into glory
Till in heaven we see thy face,
Till we cast our crowns before thee,
Lost in wonder, love and praise.

Or a verse that John Wesley himself quoted in defence of his
teaching:3
1
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Saviour from sin I wait to prove
That Jesus is thy healing name;
To lose, when perfected in love,
Whate’er I have or can or am:
I stay me on thy faithful word,
The servant shall be as his Lord.

Two doctrines converging: the vulture and the condor
I have been suggesting that these two doctrines, the Immaculate
Conception of Mary and Christian Perfection, serve a common
purpose in their different traditions. Let me test this hypothesis. The
main point of convergence, surely, comes through a shared focus on
sanctification, on the work of the Holy Spirit in making human beings
holy. This is how I suggest the case can be made. First of all, both
doctrines suggest a certain optimism about the possibilities for human
life in the flesh: holiness is not reserved for a spiritual existence
beyond the ambiguities and temptations of this life on earth but is
expressed in the here-and-now of human relations and personal
development. Sin is destructible and humanity is perfectible; God’s
original intention for humanity, we might say, may be a work in
progress but it is by no means a doomed project. It seems to me that
both Catholicism and Methodism want to espouse neither the
pessimism of a Calvinism that sees human nature as essentially fallen
and non-perfectible in this life, nor the unrealistic optimism of a
Romanticism that assumes that we are essentially good and merely
require the right kind of education to flourish and become perfect.
Secondly for both doctrinal traditions, the existence of conspicuous
sanctity is a powerful indication of the direction in which human
prayer and action can move. Early Methodist publications were full of
biographical portraits of exemplary Christian lives. Some were taken
from the distant past and the Catholic tradition—for example, Wesley
admired the holiness of the Spanish émigré to the New World,
Gregorio Lopez (an admiration tempered by distrust of his devotion to
Mary and the Saints!). Many more were contemporary Christians from
a range of usually humble backgrounds, whose spiritual and moral
holiness—and particularly their manner of death—had been
exemplary. Here was evidence of the Holy Spirit at work and here was
an indication of the route for spiritual and moral development to be
followed by others. Where Methodists have stopped short is in
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acknowledging the continuing role of saints in heaven for the
encouragement and guidance of those on earth. While the
Immaculate Conception of Mary claims for her something unique and
unrepeatable, it also indicates in a powerful way how the holiness of
God can be translated into human life as a model and guide.
Thirdly, both affirm that the work of the Holy Spirit is effective
across barriers of space and time and across the divide between divine
and creaturely existence. Through this work of the Spirit, God’s
promises are kept. Mary’s holiness can be seen as a proleptic
anticipation of the Incarnation; the holiness of later generations as a
consequence of it. Both are essentially part of the same divine action.
Fourthly, both the Immaculate Conception of Mary and Christian
Perfection affirm the centrality of Christ for human salvation,
redemption and holiness. For both Methodists and Catholics, Christ
as the incarnate Word of God, is central for any understanding of
human transformation. Doctrinal statements about Mary, if I have
understood them properly, are primarily about honouring Christ by
acknowledging his effect on Mary and by acknowledging Mary as one
who ministers his grace to others. For Methodists, too, spiritual
growth and moral development are in no way personal possessions or
the results of human enterprise. They are dependent on Christ and
point to Christ. So, for both traditions, the life of faith and faithfulness
involves accepting God’s gift and living out the new life God has
granted in Christ.

Original Sin, the Sinlessness of Jesus and Social Holiness
I hope I have shown that there are several points of contact between
these two doctrines. That should, at the very least, help members of
the Catholic and Methodist traditions appreciate more fully the
doctrine and spirituality of their sisters and brothers. But my hope is
that this exercise in ecumenical theology will enable us to move
forward in our thinking as well as better understand the way we have
come. So in this section I want to move to a more constructive
theological register as I discuss the Immaculate Conception of Mary
and Christian perfection in the setting of contemporary Christian
belief, devotion and practice. There is a particular direction in which I
think both doctrinal traditions need to develop. To express things
positively, perfect Christian holiness reflects a ‘putting on’ of Christ
and what the fathers called ‘divinisation’ or ‘theopoesis’. Put
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negatively, holiness involves freedom from sin, from all that resists the
will and love of God. The Christian tradition knows that holiness and
sin are social as well as individual, but too often it has focused on
individual holiness and sin at the expense of their corporate
dimension. Both Catholic thinking about Mary and Wesleyan teaching
on perfection would benefit from a greater sense of solidarity in sin
and holiness. Let me explain with reference to original sin, freedom
from which is the focus of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception.
In the west we (Catholic and Protestant Christians) tend to follow
Augustine’s association of original sin as the personal handicap
common to all human beings, bequeathed to them through the
process of sexual reproduction; they inherit and share in the sin of
their first parents. That leads to all sorts of problems—not least the
perennial Christian hang-ups around sexuality. These problems have
encouraged some to abandon any notion of original sin. Given the
evidence of the world around us, that would be a romantic mistake.
But original sin does need to be understood differently: primarily, I
suggest, as a social constraint on human goodness. This perspective
was strongly expressed by Schleiermacher (like Wesley, profoundly
influenced by the Pietist tradition). He says of original sin:
Whether, in fact, we regard it as guilt and deed or rather as a spirit and a
state, it is in either case common to all; not as something that pertains
severally to each individual and exists in relation to him by himself, but
in each the work of all, and in all, the work of each; and only in this
1
corporate character, indeed, can it be properly understood.

This corporate way of understanding sin is a close fit with
contemporary ways of understanding human personhood as
essentially relational. Not simply individuals, therefore, but persondefining social relationships need to be redeemed.2 If that is so, I
suggest that the Immaculate Conception can—if we re-interpret
original sin in this way—help us in affirming the sinlessness of Jesus
Christ and point us in a new direction for understanding holiness.
We all become human through our families and our social-cultural
relationships—relationships which, as we have seen, tend to be
1
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distorted by vicious cycles of human sin. If human life is necessarily
social, and if we only become through those relationships and social
contexts which shape us, that gives us a different perspective on
original sin from the Augustinian tradition. Original sin can refer to
the way in which all of us are born into and grow up within
relationships and societies which are distorted by the sin of, for
example, racism and sexism, and in need of redemption. To become
authentically human in the way God intends it is not enough to be
provided with the appropriate genes and basic conditions for
biological existence.
If this is what original sin is then it is hard to imagine what it could
mean to be a sinless human being, as Christians affirm Jesus to have
been. How can someone be genuinely human, yet not be affected by
the sinful distortions inherent in human language and culture? How,
therefore, could Jesus be fully human, born into a human family,
community and society, and avoid the constraints that trap the rest of
us in such sins as sexism and racism?
I can see the Immaculate Conception as, in part, a way of answering
that question. We can see it as helpfully indicating how God has
intervened in the familial environment of Jesus so that his humanity
was not mis-shaped but authentically developed. Jesus’ humanity, no
less than our own, is social. Mary, as the most important influence in
Jesus becoming human in a full—and not merely biological—sense, is
gifted with a holiness that makes the bond with her son a model of
redeemed family life. So, we could say that in the antenatal
sanctification of Mary, God is healing the effects of the ‘original’ social
sin that twists human relationships, family, communities and
societies.
This view of original sin can, by stressing its social aspect, make the
dogma of the Immaculate Conception a way of affirming that the cycle
of distorted human existence can be broken.
If original sin is social, then so is holiness, Christian perfection.
Wesley famously affirmed the need for ‘social holiness’ and his bands,
classes and societies aimed at the social formation of Christians
heading for perfection. But he did not, I think, appreciate the full
depth of our social nature; there is still too much emphasis on the
individual experience of the Holy Spirit. Wesley exalted the examples
of saintly lives—as we have seen, his Arminian Magazine and Christian
Library were full of them—but he did not argue for the communion of
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saints as a sanctified community. The holiness of Mary can help the
Wesleyan tradition here by emphasizing Mary, not simply as an
example of personal holiness and freedom from sin, but as the
foundation member of a community of holiness.
While it is impossible to ignore the differences between the Marian
doctrines of the Roman Catholic tradition and the Wesleyan approach
to holiness, there is more than enough ground for developing a
constructive relationship between them, one with the potential to
critique and enrich both. Though Methodists are never likely to see
the traditional form of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception as
central to Christian faith, they can learn something important about
their own tradition of Christian perfection and the way Mary can
exemplify it. Conversely, the Roman Catholic tradition can learn to see
its understanding of Mary’s holiness within the wider context of the
work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of Christians and in the life of the
Church.
Understood within these guidelines, the Immaculate Conception of
Mary can be interpreted as the special work of the Holy Spirit working
in and through Mary so that she both reflects and serves the holiness
of Christ incarnate. It is about the meeting point between the eternal
holiness of God and the down-to-earth holiness of the Jesus who is
both human and divine. It is concerned with the development of the
relationships within which Jesus becomes a human being.
The Christian doctrinal Tradition—and its constituent traditions—
needs to combine faithfulness with appropriate development. Neither
the Catholic nor the Wesleyan traditions can remain static. Both the
Catholic and Wesleyan traditions need to move on from their
eighteenth and nineteenth century assumptions while remaining
faithful to their core teaching.

Conclusion
This paper began with a glance at the contemporary world, one
dominated, or so it seems, by the lust for power and by casual resort
to violence. Can the dogma of the Immaculate Conception and the
Wesleyan doctrine of Christian perfection, when mutually enriched,
help us respond to this violent destruction of God’s goodness? Can,
they, in other words, help us towards a holiness for our context? I
believe that they can. The holiness imparted by the God of Jesus
Christ would take us in a radically different direction from the attitude

150

ONE IN CHRIST VOL.50 NO.1

that says (with Milton’s Satan) ‘Better to rule in hell than serve in
heaven’. It is a direction in which the holiness granted to Mary is given
shape by Mary’s hymn, the Magnificat, which in turn anticipates Jesus’
Beatitudes. Mary’s holy perfection must surely be as a living
embodiment of the Magnificat and Beatitudes: the humble one who is
exalted, the hungry who are fed, the poor, the peacemakers, the meek,
those passionate for righteousness.
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ADDRESS
ST ANNE’S CATHEDRAL, BELFAST, 19 JANUARY 2016
+ Bernard Longley
You are the salt of the earth.
I am very grateful to the Dean and Chapter for welcoming us to St
Anne’s Cathedral tonight and I thank you for inviting me to join you
in prayer during this Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. It is a
powerful sign of our commitment to continue praying and striving for
the unity of the Church and it offers us an opportunity to demonstrate
the measure of unity in faith which we believe we already enjoy
together.
Too often we allow ourselves to be identified and characterised by
those features of our Christian traditions that distinguish us from one
another. Many of these features have developed over the centuries as
the result of our different histories and some of them have been
shaped more by the accidents of culture or politics than by the
Christian convictions that arise from the Word of God.
In our own time we have a fresh opportunity to stand together in the
presence of the Word of God made flesh, to face him beside each
other and to listen attentively and obediently to what he says to us in
the Scriptures. Our ecumenical journey has encouraged us to come
face to face so as to recognise the presence of Christ in one another
and in each other’s Christian way of life. Now the Scriptures and our
common calling to evangelize bid us trust one another enough to
follow the Lord side by side.
The Scriptures are the foundations of the life of faith that has been
handed down to us to live and to cherish, to develop and to hand on
in turn to the coming generations within each of the traditions that
have nourished and formed us. The Scriptures are central to the
common identity in Christ that we seek to rediscover together. They
have the power to draw us closer together as we reflect on their
message and as we treasure the rich legacy they entrust to us.
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At the same time, growing understanding between our traditions
and a deepening affection in Christ have increasingly enabled us to
appreciate the witness to holiness that men and women of faith have
given within each of our separated traditions. I think of those
Anglican and Protestant witnesses who had the courage to welcome
Roman Catholics as we made our first tentative entry into ecumenical
dialogue fifty years ago.
I think too of those Roman Catholic witnesses who were inspired by
the vision of the Second Vatican Council and who were encouraged
for the first time to recognise elements of goodness and truth in those
Christian communities from whom they had been isolated for so long.
These witnesses have enriched our lives and their influence has
extended across and beyond our denominational boundaries. Many of
them already enjoy fullness of communion with our Lord and with
each other and they no longer know the divisions that continue to
hold us back from more effective mission together and which impede
the will of Christ that we may all be one.
Here in Belfast and in this year observed by Roman Catholics as the
Jubilee Year of Mercy it seems appropriate to me to mention one
fellow traveller along the pathway towards Christian unity that we
have been invited to share. I wish to pay tribute to Bishop Anthony
Farquhar who is about to step down from his responsibilities as
Auxiliary Bishop of Down and Connor. Bishop Tony has known
personally and worked at the side of many of those ecumenical
pioneers who have lead us to follow their courageous example. He has
encouraged and inspired so many fellow pilgrims along the way in all
our traditions and I offer thanks for his work tonight.
Today offers all of us an opportunity to re-commit ourselves to work
and pray for Christian unity. The pathway towards that unity is to be
found in obedience to the call of Christ, as it is expressed in St
Matthew’s Gospel: You are the salt of the earth. Our Lord urges us to
become more and more what he tells us we already have the capacity
to be. Christian witness is indispensable for the inner health and wellbeing of the whole of humanity. As the salt of the earth we can enable
others to savour more fully the gift and the meaning of life itself.
This seems particularly significant as we turn the calendar on from
2015 when we have seen bloodshed in Paris and the persecution of
religious minority groups particularly in the Middle East and
including the ancient Christian communities who are linked to us by
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the bonds of faith. The perpetrators of these acts claim that they are in
the name of religion but in truth they distort the genuine message of
faith in all traditions.
The work of Christian unity is directly linked with the search for
justice and peace that lies at the heart of the Church’s mission. The
Church is called to demonstrate not uniformity but the kind of
unanimity—a certain oneness of soul and of purpose—that
characterises the Kingdom of God. To be the salt of the earth is to be
at the service of the world.
In his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium—The Joy of the
Gospel—Pope Francis said:
Commitment to ecumenism responds to the prayer of the Lord Jesus
that ‘they may all be one’. The credibility of the Christian message
would be much greater if Christians could overcome their divisions …
We must never forget that we are pilgrims journeying alongside one
another. This means that we must have sincere trust in our fellow
pilgrims, putting aside all suspicion or mistrust, and turn our gaze to
what we are all seeking: the radiant peace of God’s face. Trusting
others is an art and peace is an art. Jesus told us: ‘Blessed are the
peacemakers.’ In taking up this task, also among ourselves, we fulfil
the ancient prophecy: ‘They shall beat their swords into ploughshares.’
In this perspective, ecumenism can be seen as a contribution to the
unity of the human family.

Although Pope Francis is speaking in a particular way to Roman
Catholics, he also speaks to all believers when he shows how a
transformative commitment to sharing the gospel springs from our
common baptism.
This commitment to sharing the Gospel on the basis of our baptism
helps us to fulfil the prayer of Jesus himself in St John’s Gospel that
they may all be one. Our work and prayer for Christian unity also gives
fresh expression to our Christian identity according to the different
confessional families to which we belong. To work and pray for the
Church’s unity is an intrinsic part of being a Catholic—it is not an
option and it does not undermine my Catholic identity. If I neglect to
do this, or if I am indifferent, there is something missing from my life
and my journey of faith. The same can be said for each of the
traditions we represent.
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In Evangelii Gaudium—The Joy of the Gospel—Pope Francis
recognises the unity that comes from our focus on the Word of God
and our need to share our insights with each other:
How many important things unite us! If we really believe in the
abundantly free working of the Holy Spirit, we can learn so much from
one another! It is not just about being better informed about others,
but rather about reaping what the Spirit has sown in them, which is
also meant to be a gift for us … Through an exchange of gifts, the Spirit
can lead us ever more fully into truth and goodness.

The Word of God reveals the transformation to which we ourselves
are called in Christ. Time and again our Christian faith reminds us
that this invitation is to enter into and share the life of God, not
merely to look on and wonder at it. We are captured by the vision of
God’s goodness, truth and beauty and drawn to it as our own
fulfilment and destiny, a destiny that is shaped by the character of the
relationship we have with God in Christ and with one another.
With our shared faith and the renewed focus brought by prayer and
reflection on God’s Word we need to look at the world around us not
chiefly as an enemy that is chiefly hostile to the message of the Gospel
but as the place where God’s salvation has already reached into
peoples’ lives through the love of his Son Jesus Christ. Christ sends us
out into this world: Go therefore and make disciples of all nations …
And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age. As a
demonstration of our Christian faith we need to find ever fresh ways
to manifest the truth and love of God for the world that he made and
cherishes.
As we look to the future one of the challenges we face as Churches
together is not so much that the truth and love of God and the values
offered by Christianity are being ignored or rejected, but that our own
attempts to express and share our faith fail to move people
sufficiently, especially when they see our divisions. Only by allowing
ourselves to be transformed together can we hope to give a more
credible witness to the Christ who sends us into the world and who
tells us again: You are the salt of the earth.
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PROTESTANTISM AND THE MONASTIC LIFE: TOWARDS
A RENEWED ENCOUNTER

Sr Evangéline Vié*
Report of a colloquium held in July, 2015 at l’Institut Protestant de
Théologie, Paris. All contributions have been published in
Protestantisme et vie monastique: une nouvelle rencontre, Editions
Olivétan.
Since the days when Martin Luther wrote his De Votis monasticis
judicium in 1521, and withdrew from the monastic life, this kind of
Christian way of life has been a matter of dispute within the sphere of
the Reformation. As a matter of fact it had almost disappeared until
the middle of the nineteenth century when the first Deaconess
communities appeared on the continent together with the renewal of
religious life in the Anglican tradition.
th
On the occasion of the 500 anniversary of the Reformation and
stimulated by several communities in the French speaking sphere of
European Protestantism, a two day symposium was held in Paris in
July 2015 under the patronage of the Eglise Protestante Unie de France
(EPUdF). Since 2011 a working group composed of theologians,
historians, religious men and women, and parish pastors had revisited
the various aspects of the problem until there arose a desire to share
these reflections with a larger circle.
History was a must to start with. Professor Marianne CarbonnierBurkard presented a thorough analysis of Luther’s Treatise on the
vows, monastic vows opposing the Word of God, faith, evangelical
freedom as freedom of consciousness, God’s commands, opposing
*

Sister Evangéline has been a member of the Deaconesses of Reuilly
Community since 1971. From 1978 to 1989, she was a World Council of
Churches consultant for the sub-unit on Renewal and Congregational Life.
Between 1996 and 2012, she served her Community as Prioress.
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reason i.e. common sense. For Luther, baptism in the only vow. Any
other vow is illicit. Luther had touched the heart of the monastic
institution and this was taken very seriously by Rome and the Empire.
In the Confessio Augustana (1530), Melanchton devoted a whole
article to the subject. Calvin was to do the same in his Institution de la
Vie chrétienne (1541) and so would the successive protestant
Confessions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These
criticisms still have to be taken seriously to-day and clarified in their
consequences.
The origins of the monastic way of life were then presented by Prof.
J.N. Pérès, a specialist in ancient Church history. How is it possible,
and what does it mean that such an excentric way of life produced
such a long tradition in the Church? St Augustine and his vision of
love and grace as the founding stones of community life are not so far
from the spirit of the Reformation.
An interesting contribution on what is now well known as the
Radical Reformation (the Anabaptists, Mennonites etc.) tried to deal
with the question of whether these denominations could be
considered as a substitute for monastc life: not strictly speaking, but a
strong sense of community life, a radical committment to God and a
few other features are interesting to take into account. Prof. Sebastien
Fath opened up a new field of investigation for most of the 110
symposium participants.
To close the first part on history, the ecclesial and societal context of
the foundation of the Deaconesses of Reuilly (1841) and of three other
communities in the same period, in France, Switzerland and Germany
was analyzed by Sr Evangéline Vié, a former Prioress of Reuilly. The
context was one of strong opposition to what was considered mostly
by the protestant Churches as a restoration of Roman Catholic errors
at a time when Protestants were just being allowed to exist after three
centuries of persecution by Church and State. Of course these
elements have to be taken into account when we examine the
relationship between protestantism and the monastic life, especially in
France.
The second part of the symposium was devoted to contemporary
experiences of various communities from Taizé to a Pomeyrol sister
asked to share her daily religious life with a small local congregation
needing spiritual support, and a dialogue between three persons on
the subject: why do we like to make a retreat in a monastery?
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Dr Danièle Hervieu-Léger (Director of studies at l’Ecole des Hautes
Etudes de Paris) shared her vision of the restoration of the male
Benedictine life in France after the French Revolution: reconquering
its position in society, facing changes in the theology of authority,
opening itself or not to ecumenism, facing the demand for and
interest in spiritual retreats while the number of community members
gets smaller. Hospitality tends to become what is expected of
monasteries to-day, but what about the future of these communities ?
Substantial contributions were then made on the following day
about the bases of the monastic life:
Communal life as myth and reality: a concrete approach (Sr
Emmanuel Billoteau OSB);
Promise and time: a philosophical approach (Olivier Abel,
Montpellier);
Prayer: a dialectical approach (Frédéric Rognon, Strasbourg); and
Being a protestant and a monk/nun: a theological approach (André
Birmelé, Strasbourg).
These four talks were particularly stimulating to deepen and enlarge
the reflexion in view of ‘a new encounter’, together with the last
contributions; which centered on the relevance of monastic life in today’s church and society as a parable of fraternal life, as laboratories to
invent new models of Christian life.
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A CONTRIBUTION FROM THE ANGLICAN-ROMAN CATHOLIC
DIALOGUE OF CANADA TO THE ANGLICAN CHURCH OF
CANADA’S COMMISSION ON THE MARRIAGE CANON
Despite the bland and unwieldy title, no one should be deceived concerning the
radical nature of this short text, published in One in Christ, 49/2 (2015), pp. 303-16.
As the authors write, ‘For one church to invite an ecumenical partner into an
internal discussion of this kind is an extraordinary gesture of deep trust between
our churches.’ Debates about marriage, human sexuality, and theological
anthropology are not only intensely personal but cut to the heart of our
understanding of the Christian life. The fact that we, as a Dialogue, were able to
engage these questions in a respectful way is a hopeful sign for future CatholicAnglican relations. Despite the ecumenical doomsday scenarios proffered in
various quarters, it would seem that we are not done with one another! For this we
can give thanks to God.
The document speaks for itself and does not require much by way of
commentary. One might simply note the extent to which it draws on a history of
prior agreements between Catholics and Anglicans on the theology of marriage,
most notably the 1994 ARCIC statement Life in Christ. As the text notes—with
perhaps typically Canadian understatement—Roman Catholics are ‘left to wonder
what has changed’ to warrant such a serious shift in Anglican moral teaching. Also
interesting is what the document says about the sacramentality of marriage.
Despite differences in emphasis, our two churches have till now shared the
conviction that marriage is constituted by the bond between a man and a woman
signifying the nuptial union of Christ with his church. This sacramental
understanding, which our text richly illustrates from both Catholic and Anglican
liturgies, serves to underscore the seriousness of the issues at hand. Questions
about the theology of marriage are finally no less than questions concerning the
nature of the church and the gospel she proclaims.
Finally, the text attends at various points to the ecclesiological issues raised by
current Anglican debates about marriage. What is the proper understanding of
synodality in the church’s life? What role do Scripture and tradition play in
synodal discernment? Perhaps above all: how should the views of other Christians
be taken into account by individual churches? The Anglican synodal process can
be seen as a kind of practical test-case for communion ecclesiology. Hence the
question: ‘To what extent does the Anglican Church of Canada give consideration
to its responsibilities as part of a wider communion of churches, and as part of the
universal Church, and what role does this self-understanding play when making
significant decisions?’ These are issues that confront not just Anglicans and
Roman Catholics, of course, but the wider oikumene. We offer the work of our
Dialogue in hopes that it will enrich theological discussion of these matters and
further the unity of Christ’s holy church.
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SHARING THE FAITH AT THE BOUNDARIES OF UNITY:
FURTHER CONVERSATIONS BETWEEN ANGLICANS AND
BAPTISTS1
David Carter*
Since the beginning of the millennium, the Church of England and the
Baptist Union of Great Britain have been in conversation on matters of
mutual interest. It has been stressed that these conversations are
neither a traditional ecumenical dialogue, aimed at registering
convergence and an agreed theological statement, nor part of a series
of negotiations aiming at organic unity. Rather, they are a series of
conversations aimed at deepening mutual understanding of each
other’s practice of Christian faith and life. They also aim at
encouraging a wider conversation amongst members of the two
communions. The Introduction to Sharing the Faith at the Boundaries
of Unity emphasises that, by ‘giving the reader a flavour of the cut and
thrust of the friendly debate on the key theme of sharing the faith
today ... the purpose is to draw in the readers themselves to share in
the conversation’.
The participants, six on each side, are aware of and affirm the
significance of the current stress on receptive ecumenism. Some
striking examples of possibilities for learning from each other are
given. Thus, for example, Jeremy Worthen, current secretary of the
Commission for Christian Unity of the Church of England, argues that
Anglicans have much to learn from the very strong Baptist sense of
the responsibility of all church members to discern the will of Christ
in and for their community. He argues that the sheer diffusion of
1

A Report Commissioned by the Council for Christian Unity of the Church of
England & the Faith and Society Team of the Baptist Union of Great Britain,
edited by Paul S. Fiddes, published by Regent’s Park College, Oxford, 2015 and
available online e.g. at
http://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/443246/Sharing_the_Faith.aspx
*
David Carter is a Methodist local preacher, who is engaged in several spheres
of ecumenical activity. He is secretary of the Theology and Unity Group of
Churches Together in England.
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Anglican authority across various levels within the Church can
sometimes attenuate a sense of responsibility at the local level and he
calls for ways and means by which ordinary Anglican church folk at
the local level can be drawn into a stronger sense of personal
responsibility for mission. From the Baptist side, some Baptists affirm
that the Anglican parochial system, with its sense of responsibility for
all people in the area concerned can make it easier for seekers to
participate in congregational life whilst still not fully ready yet to
commit themselves. The Baptist notion of the gathered committed
community has, in the past, made this less easy, though some Baptists
are now talking of gathering communities, with a greater emphasis on
nurturing the search for faith in those not yet committed.
The first set of conversations led to the report Pushing at the
Boundaries of Unity in 2005. This was dedicated primarily to the
understanding of patterns of initiation and nurture in Christian faith.
It naturally looked at the traditionally controversial question of infant
baptism versus believers’ baptism and suggested that the different
patterns of initiation and subsequent nurture in faith and discipleship
might be seen as complementary or alternative rather than
incompatible. This has commanded considerable ecumenical interest.
The present report, edited by the distinguished Baptist scholar, Paul
Fiddes and published in 2015, is particularly concerned with the
question of mission, urgent, of course, for all churches in the complex
secularised Britain of the early twenty-first century and one in which
neither church can any longer take for granted the general assumption
of Christian values throughout society as could be done as recently as
the middle of the last century.
The Report deals with four key questions, relating, respectively, to
how we know what the faith is, how we receive and grow in it, how we
celebrate it in worship and how it is shared beyond the boundaries of
the Church.
Under the first heading, it was agreed that both communions give
Scripture prior authority over other sources. However, they differ both
over the nature of the New Testament and the importance of later
sources. Baptists, in common with some in other traditions, stress the
variety of approach within the New Testament canon. Anglicans argue
that a coherent body of teaching can be derived from it and that the
later catholic creeds and some of the Classical Reformation
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confessions play a valuable reinforcing role in safeguarding this
teaching, a point particularly stressed by Martin Davie.1
The participants in the dialogue felt that what was at stake was more
a difference of ethos between the two traditions rather than any
absolute doctrinal difference. They agreed on the essential mystery at
the heart of God but accepted that coherence in faith was important
and not incompatible with humble provisionality. They agreed on two
significant points, that there was a need to revive the Christological
interpretation of Scripture and that there was a need for the widest
possible co-operation between the churches in this. Professor Fiddes
stressed very strongly that the Baptist emphasis on discerning the
mind of Christ within each local congregation does not pre-empt the
importance of listening to the witness of other churches; and also
that, from their seventeenth century roots, Baptists have been
associational rather than independent, the responsibility of churches
and pastors to communicate with and learn from other churches
having always been stressed.
Under receiving and growing in faith, it was important to learn from
each other’s programmes of nurture and discipleship. Both churches
recognised important changes in contemporary church life, such as
reluctance to attend classes, widespread loss of young people to the
churches and alternative opportunities in schools. There was a
prolonged discussion of the changes in society over the last halfcentury that have weakened the traditional Christendom model
within which both communions traditionally had worked, the Baptists
to some extent by reaction against the Anglican understanding of
establishment. Anglicans have continued in many cases to believe that
establishment offers opportunities for the Gospel whereas Baptists
fear that it necessarily weakens the ability of the Church to
prophetically critique the authority of the state in particular
situations. Baptists stress that their stance is not sectarian and that
they do encourage Baptists as individuals to play a role in social and
political life, bringing Christian values to bear on key issues; however,
to establishment they prefer a ‘soft secularism’ that makes space for
variety of insights into contemporary problems.

1

Author of Our Inheritance of Faith: A Commentary on the Thirty Nine Articles
(2013).
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Under confessing the faith in worship, much valuable information
was shared as to the actualities of worship in both traditions. The
differences were not simply a matter of (Anglican) form versus
(Baptist) freedom. Free prayer in the Baptist tradition was not
necessarily spontaneous; often, it was carefully prepared with the use
of many sources. Anglican liturgy encouraged a deeper prayer life
going beyond the simple repetition of set liturgies. Common Worship
allowed a very wide latitude. Anglicans stressed the importance for
them of expressing the faith of the whole Church through use of the
Nicene Creed and the use of the full range of Scripture through the
disciplined use of the lectionary. They also expressed appreciation of
the way in which Baptists often made baptism an opportunity for a
congregational affirmation of faith.
The Report concludes with a particularly valuable reflection by
Jeremy Worthen, who only joined the proceedings at a half-way point.
In it he stressed that ‘meeting one another to speak about the things
of Christ should be a normal part of life in Christ’. He stressed that
building relationships needed time measured in decades and even
generations rather than the simple life cycles of church assemblies. He
also emphasised the importance for ecumenical partners of keeping
up to date with the changes in other traditions. It was all too easy to
entertain ill-founded and outdated assumptions about the life and
ethos of another communion. He paid a warm tribute to the Baptist
understanding of freedom as ‘freedom to let Christ reign’, not the
freedom of modern autonomy and a world increasingly characterised
by competitive individualism. He wanted, ‘without in any way losing
our deep commitment to synodality and catholic order, to encourage
members of the Church of England to recognise the freedom that they
have in Christ and their responsibility before Christ for their role in
shaping the life of the Church.’ He argued that ‘if Anglicans are serious
in claiming that the Church of England is a church and not just an
agglomeration of parishes, they need to be serious about fostering
ways of meeting that are about grace and not just governance’.
What lessons can be learned by the other communions from this
report? The first, I think, is the importance of studying the ethos of a
partner church. Traditionally, ecumenical dialogue has sought to
register levels of doctrinal accord and areas of continuing difficulty.
While this, of course, remains vital, it is not enough if churches are
really to grow into deeper and fuller communion. It is also important
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to appreciate the ethos and spiritual culture of a partner tradition, to
be able to empathise with the way in which other Christians
corporately live out the Christian life, to be able both to learn from
and enrich the life of one’s own communion from others’ sources and
at the same time be in a relationship from which others can, in turn,
confidently draw on the charisms of one’s own communion. As Martin
Davie stressed early in the conversation, it was important for Baptists
and Anglicans to recognise within each other those ‘congregations of
faithful men’ of which Anglican article XIX speaks.
The second lesson is the importance, for reception, of the
conversation spreading from experts at national or international level
down to that of local congregations in close proximity to and
relationship with other local congregations of varying traditions.
Much of the enviably good work done within national and
international dialogue commissions remains as it were stranded and
remote from the ordinary faithful. The ordinary faithful may, in most
cases, lack theological sophistication in the narrowly academic sense,
but they are possessed of the sensus fidelium spoken of in 1 John
2:20,27 and they are witnesses to christianly appropriate forms of
devotion, spiritual growth and service which, as Jeremy Worthen
points out, they need to be encouraged to share across all boundaries.1
It is to be hoped that all communions, not just Anglicans and Baptists,
explore this suggestion arising from a new type of ecumenical
conversation for which the rest of us should be profoundly grateful.

1

In 2014, the International Theological Commission of the Roman Catholic
Church issued a statement on the concept of sensus fidei in the life of the
Church, dealing also with the extent to which the sensus fidei is active in other
communions. I have written an appraisal of the document in Ecumenical
Trends (Feb. 2015), pp. 6-13.
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BOOK REVIEW
Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi, Ray Temmerman (eds.), Being One at
Home: Interchurch Families as Domestic Churches (Zurich: Lit Verlag,
1
2015), 224 pages.
This collection of talks and articles is a product of what has come to
be known in international interchurch family circles as the ‘domestic
church project’. The idea came out of an informal visit by a number of
representatives of interchurch family groups to the Pontifical Council
for Promoting Christian Unity in Rome in 2005. This was a follow-up
visit to one that took place on the occasion of the Second World
Gathering of Interchurch Families, Rome 2003. The Pontifical Council
staff said that they would like to be informed of the outcome of that
Gathering, and the return visit duly took place two years later.
The two appendices to the book indicate the chronological
parameters of the ‘domestic church project’ to date. The first is
Interchurch Families and Christian Unity: a Paper adopted by the
Second World Gathering of Interchurch Families from eleven countries
held in Rome in July 2003 (London, 15 pp). This still stands as the best
statement in summary form of the way in which interchurch families
see themselves, the contribution that they hope to be able to make to
their churches as these seek to respond to their calling to be one, and
the pastoral care and understanding that they hope to receive from
those churches if they are to fulfil this role. The second appendix is a
document also put together in consultation by interchurch families
world-wide: a ‘Response to the 2015 Synod on the Family from the
Interchurch Families International Network’ (15 pp). This second
document is addressed specifically to the Roman Catholic Church,
within the context of preparatory papers contributing to the topics on
the agenda of the 2015 Synod.
The joint editors, Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi, holder of the INTAMS
Chair for the study of Marriage and Spirituality at Leuven University,
Belgium, and co-ordinator of the Interchurch Families International
Network (IFIN), and Ray Temmerman from Canada, who administers
the interchurch families website and the (English-speaking)
international discussion group of IFIN, together contribute an
1

See above pp. 48-65 for Thomas Knieps-Port le Roi’s 2016 John Coventry
Memorial Lecture given at the launch of this book.
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introductory essay ‘From Rome to Jerusalem’, explaining the
development of the domestic church project since the 2005 meeting
with the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. It began
with an international consultation initiated by Thomas Knieps in late
2006, which got members of national interchurch family associations
exploring how their experience could feed in to the project. There are
lively quotations from the reports sent in from Britain, North America
and Austria. At the same time IFIN identified a small working group
to set the theological agenda of the project, identifying issues and
problems related both to the ecclesiological category of domestic
church in general and to its application in the context of interchurch
families in particular.
This is followed by the two main sections of the book: ‘Experiential
Approaches’ and ‘Theological Approaches’—presented in that order
since theology flows out of experience. Many of the contributions
have been presented in seminars and conferences and previously
published as the project proceeded; it is most valuable now to have
them collected together in one volume. In particular, the international
conference on ‘The Household of God and Local Households:
Revisiting the Domestic Church’, held in March 2010 at the Faculty of
Theology of the Catholic University of Leuven, was a landmark in the
domestic church project. Within the wider body made up both of
theologians specialising in ecclesiology, and practitioners in ministry
to marriage and family life, a little group of interchurch families
profited both from the wider perspective and from the opportunity to
get together to reflect on their own particular concerns, and four of
the contributions in the book originated at Leuven 2010. The intention
of the book is to ‘provide sound evidence of the reality of interchurch
families as domestic churches, and enhance the nourishment and
contribution of their gift of unity to and within the churches of which
they are members, and through those churches the wider Church’.
The first three of the five ‘experiential approaches’ were presented at
Leuven 2010. The first, Ray Temmerman’s ‘Interchurch Families as
Domestic Church: Familial Experiences and Ecclesial Opportunities’,
was based on part of his preparatory work for a Master’s thesis
required for a degree in Sacred Theology (University of Winnipeg,
Canada, 2011). This studied how far the ‘marks’ (one, holy, catholic,
apostolic) of the Church can be applied to interchurch families. His
2008 survey of American and British interchurch couples in the course
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of this work shows a growing sense of unity at home that is not
matched by their church-going experience. This raises questions of
how interchurch spouses and their children can be welcomed, heard
and nourished by their communities, and thus enabled to better fulfil
their calling to be ‘one’ in their domestic churches.
Mary Marrocco, associate secretary of the Canadian Council of
Churches, both theologian and marriage therapist, writes on ‘The
Interchurch Couple: Witness to Communion within Division’. She had
done a small survey of ten couples in preparation, and began by
picking out two cases in which an Orthodox husband had not received
communion himself on Holy Saturday because his Catholic wife was
refused, and a Catholic fiancé similarly for the same reason when the
priest who was to marry them met his fiancée and her family for the
first time. What are these couples carrying in such moments of silent
tragedy? she asks. Why does their desire to remain together trump
their desire to receive communion? Using the findings of coupledynamic studies in the work of David Schnarch, and the communion
ecclesiology of Walter Kasper and Jean-Marie Tillard, as well as
extracts from the survey, Mary Morrocco points to the differences
between couples. In some cases it was hard to see whether the
churches’ disconnect was pulling them apart, or simply highlighting a
gap already existing between them. For others it was the strength of
their relationship that helped them to carry the church division—
implicitly asking the churches what they are doing to help couples
carry a burden they did not seek. Sometimes it is therapists in the
secular world who help couples to live in communion, rather than the
churches. But, ‘if Christian marriage opens the couple to the ultimate
horizon of participation in the divine life as the real meaning of
communion, cannot our Christian churches even more deeply find
ways to assist couples in healing where they have broken, and learn
from couples who are working out communion in the most intimate
aspects of human life? Can our imperfect communion be made fuller
and more complete by receiving the lived witness of interchurch
couples?’
George Kilcourse, Professor of Theology at Bellarmine University,
Louisville, KY, who has undertaken pastoral work with interchurch
couples for many years, contributes ‘Interchurch Families as Domestic
Church: the Improbable Grace’. He points out that conscientious
interchurch married couples and their children pioneer an ecumenical
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way-of-life that coincides—perhaps unexpectedly—with Catholic
teaching on the ‘domestic church’. He shows how in the USA there
had been a failure to distinguish authentically interchurch marriages
and families from nominally interchurch relationships. This led to the
‘regrettable absence of pastoral care for interchurch families’ shown in
the 2009 pastoral letter on marriage issued by the Conference of
Catholic Bishops, particularly the omission of any direct mention or
discussion of the pastoral possibility by way of ‘exception’ for other
baptized Christians to participate in Eucharistic communion. Yet ‘if
we can progress with the ecumenical trust and faith found in the
homes of interchurch families who live as domestic churches, then the
renewal of a broader marriage ministry may give rise to a transforming
common witness among our divided churches’.
Dan Olsen, Assistant Director of Ecumenical and Interreligious
Affairs for the Archdiocese of Chicago, considers ‘Educating
Ecumenically: Interchurch Families as Unique Pedagogical Models’.
Vatican II identified the Christian family as a ‘school’ for deeper
humanity, as well as a domestic ‘church’. Interchurch families, living
out their baptismal calling in relation to two distinctive Christian
communities, can model ecumenical formation within the home,
within their respective faith communities, and within their wider
cultural milieu. The author explores with concrete examples how this
can happen in the relationships between: 1) interchurch spouses, 2)
interchurch families and their pastoral ministers, 3) interchurch
families and their extended families and local communities, and 4)
interchurch parents and children. Attending to the distinctive ways in
which these families teach each other, their friends and families, and
their church communities how to grow as disciples committed to
spread the good news of Christ in the midst of Christian division, can
become a valuable resource for the ecumenical movement.
Jean-Baptiste Lipp, a Swiss Reformed pastor married to a Catholic,
contributes ‘Loving the Universal Church through a Spouse’s Church’,
a paper originally presented in the context of a hearing at the Third
European Ecumenical Assembly in Sibiu, Romania, in 2006. He had
been deeply impressed by his future wife’s words, ‘I love my church’.
As they travelled together, little by little the other’s church became
their own too. He quoted a conclusion from a group that had recently
met at a Swiss interconfessional families conference: ‘We love one
another, but we belong to churches that do not love one another.’ Yet
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is there not a strong link between the love of committed mixed
couples and the mutual love of the churches for one another? Between
the macrocosm of ecumenism (local, national, international), and the
microcosm of interchurch families? We have often been told that the
experience of interchurch families is valuable for the churches—but
are they really interested in it? Are ‘footbridges’ used? Are ‘islands of
reconciliation’ left isolated? Do ‘explorers’ have their maps studied
and used? It may be that working on the theme of ‘domestic church’
will encourage a better recognition of who interchurch families
actually are.
The five ‘Experiential Approaches’ are followed by six ‘Theological
Approaches’, deepening theological reflection on interchurch families
as domestic churches. Three of these are presentations by Thomas
Knieps. ‘Family as “Domestic Church”—Opportunities and
Shortcomings of a Theological Concept’ gives a historical overview of
the term and the way it has come into use again since Vatican II.
Interestingly, he suggests that interchurch families can be helpful to
theological reflection on the concept of domestic church, since the
partners are not limited to a particular set of assumptions as to church
structures and life. This gives them a freedom and openness to work
out together what being church at home means for them, in a way
that may turn out to be a stimulus for the churches as they come
together. Indeed, he points out that the British contribution to the
domestic church survey had begun to work out a kind of ‘road map’
for this process.
Then in ‘Interchurch Marriage: Conjugal and Ecclesial Communion
in the Domestic Church’, he explores how conjugal and ecclesial
communion are related in the case of interchurch marriage. Just as
Vatican II characterized the communion of other churches and
ecclesial communities with the Catholic Church as ‘real but imperfect’,
so an institutionally oriented approach appears to limit the reality of
interchurch marriage to the imperfect ecclesial communion of the
respective communities of the partners. Ray Temmerman makes a
similar point in his contribution on ‘Interchurch Families as Domestic
Church: More Real than Imperfect?’ These authors agree that the
Catholic Church has not yet come to grips with the fact that their very
real conjugal and family communion (only an ‘imperfect’ communion,
in the way that a same-church couple’s unity is imperfect) is the basis
of an interchurch marriage, not the imperfect communion of the

BOOK REVIEW

169

ecclesial bodies. When this is recognised, it will be more possible for
interchurch families to be seen and appreciated as ‘laboratories of
Christian unity’, to quote Pope Benedict XVI.
Thomas Knieps’ third presentation ‘Interchurch Families—a Test
Case for the “Domestic Church”‘ focuses on the tension between
loyalty of an interchurch spouse to his/her partner and that to his/her
church of origin. In order to harmonize their allegiances, interchurch
couples need to develop specific hermeneutical skills. He uncovers
central elements of such skills from the experiential evidence
presented in the 2003 Rome document Interchurch Families and
Christian Unity. Inevitably these ecumenical households are not
always in line with the prevailing understanding of ecclesial
communion and therefore continually question these standard
models. There is constant mutual interaction between the small unit
of the interchurch family and the larger church community. ‘In this
way, it becomes clear once more that interchurch families can serve as
an exemplary model also for same-church families to understand and
live their domestic life as an ecclesial reality and likewise as a roadmap
for the divided churches on their search for forms of church unity.’
The last two articles study the possibilities for Eucharistic sharing in
interchurch families. Bernard Prusak, Professor of Historical and
Systematic theology at Villanova University, PA, contributed ‘The
Ecumenical Household as Domestic Church: Ecclesial Threat or
Pastoral Challenge and even Resource?’ to the 2010 Leuven
conference. He asks whether the love and unity in an interchurch
family, built upon a sacramental marriage, must necessarily be
deemed secondary to wider ecclesial unity, whether the ‘mindset in
which ecclesial disunity simply trumps and disregards the unitive love
of spouses in an ecumenical, sacramental marriage’ must continue to
prevail. He examines in detail how since Vatican II various guidelines
on Eucharistic sharing issued by Vatican authorities, episcopal
conferences and individual bishops have affected interchurch
families—a very useful overview of this documentation. There has
been pastoral progress. But he concludes that a thoroughly new
mindset is needed, in which interchurch family life should be a ‘a
contributing, integral component of ecumenical dialogue’.
Ernest Falardeau, SSS, Director of Ecumenical and Interreligious
Affairs for the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, NM for twenty-four years, with
long experience of pastoral work with interchurch families,
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contributes a final article on ‘Eucharistic Hunger in the Domestic
Church: a View from Interchurch Families’—a ‘theological and
pastoral reflection on the spiritual reality of interchurch families, and
how they share in the “great mystery” which is God’s love for his
people and the love of Jesus Christ for his Church.’ The bond between
husband and wife established through baptism and marriage is a
special experience of Christian love, forgiveness and compassion, and
can begin to point the way to a full communion between the churches
that is more than institutional or canonical, ‘but rather based on
spiritual, ascetical, ecclesial and theological principles and the
experience of Christian love that grows by God’s grace and power’.
Interchurch families have a hunger for the Eucharist, because the
Eucharist is profoundly rooted at the heart of the sacrament of
marriage and of the conjugal union that comes from it. They are in
real communion. They are domestic churches.
It seems providential that this book has been published just at the
time when Pope Francis has written his post-synodal apostolic
exhortation Amoris Laetitia. In saying nothing negative about mixed
marriages between Christians, and in describing the domestic church
in a way that includes interchurch marriages on the level of samechurch marriages, he has moved beyond previous authoritative
documents that have implied they are second-class. Yes indeed, they
are in a complex situation, but that very complexity is full of hope. It
offers the possibility that by their existence and faithfulness within
that situation, they may be able to make their own small contribution
both to the study of the ‘domestic church’ which is being undertaken
at present, and also to the way in which the churches and ecclesial
communities to which they belong are walking together in their
journey towards fuller visible unity.
Of course there are many different kinds of interchurch families—
just as there are many different kinds of same-church families. Several
of the contributors to this book stress these differences, and would
like to be able to distinguish more clearly between them, in order to
make it clearer that interchurch families are indeed domestic
churches. Attempts at this have been made, but it is never possible to
draw a hard and fast line. It is unwise to generalise about interchurch
families, but we do know that there is always a potential for growth,
growth in that love which is at the heart of family life and of the
Church at every level. Couples and families do what they can, where
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they are; some need a helping hand, others can offer it. There is the
same acknowledgement in Amoris Laetitia. All are imperfect; all need
to grow into God’s gift of sacramental marriage, into the domestic
church they are called to become. All those who deeply desire it are
strengthened when they share the Eucharist at the heart of their
conjugal and family life.
Ruth Reardon
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