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Ladies and gentlemen

When I was ordained, at the Church of San Marcello on the Via del Corso in Rome in the autumn of 1958, it was during a period of sede vacante in the Papacy.  Pius XII had just died and John XXIII had yet to be elected.  My priesthood, one might say, was born on a cusp.

None of us who were ordained that October day could have imagined the roller-coaster ride we were about to experience, propelled by the Holy Spirit and under the steering hand of Angelo Roncalli, who confounded the pundits who had cast him in the role of caretaker Pope, by becoming one of the great reforming Pontiffs of the 20th century.

And there are few areas in which the dramatic change in the Church’s life occasioned by the reforms of Vatican II, have been more keenly felt, than in the area of ecumenism.

I recall, as a boy we could not even say the Our Father together …[expand]
During our training for the priesthood, the dominant image of the Church was of a bastion of truth against which the forces of evil spent their waves – but remember this was in the immediate post-war period …[expand]
In my appointment as parish priest I came face to face with the suspicions of centuries.  But this was 1962 and within months Vatican II was convened …[expand]
It was on 21 November 1964, that the Council solemnly promulgated the Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio. It was one of the first and most far reaching in effect of the Council documents. The Document boldly states in its Introduction that "Christ the Lord founded one Church and one Church only", and that division contradicts the will of the Lord, "scandalizes the world and damages that most holy cause, the preaching of the Gospel.... The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the principal concerns of the Second Vatican Council" (n. 1).

The Council provided the roadmap for the Church's journey in the 21st century (cf. Tertio Millennio Adveniente, n. 18). On several occasions the Pope has said that our ecumenical venture is irrevocable (cf. Ut Unum Sint, n. 3), and that ecumenism is "one of the pastoral priorities" of his Pontificate (ibid., n. 99).

I recall, being forcefully struck by the Holy Father’s commitment to the ecumenical journey as I had the privilege of reading aloud his message to the 8th Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Harare in 1998.  I vividly recall the response which the literally thousands of delegates gave to a message that called upon them to work without rest, and to grow deeper in union with one another and with the Lord, who prayed for the unity of his followers on the night he was betrayed.

As Catholics we have to ask ourselves some probing questions as we make this pilgrimage of faith together with our separated brethren.  We need to establish the Catholic principles of ecumenism as they have been formulated in the Decree Unitatis Redintegratio.

From this vantage point – 40 years after the promulgation of the document - it is appropriate to look back on the ecumenical journey which the Church has taken, and ask: “Ecumenism, unde venisti et quo vadis?”
Let us briefly recall the historical developments which led to the decree’s promulgation back in the winter of 1964, for clearly it did not appear out of thin air. 

It fits into the context of the ecumenical movement that came into being in the 20th century outside the Catholic Church; a movement which many would say was born in Edinburgh at the Missionary Conference in 1910 and which reached a decisive coming-of-age with the creation of the World Council of Churches in 1948.

This movement was long regarded with suspicion by the Catholic Church. But its acceptance by the Second Vatican Council is rooted in the Catholic theology of the 19th century. In particular, Johann Adam Möhler and John Henry Newman should be cited as significant influences.

But it would be wrong to see the Catholic Church as playing purely a catch-up role.

Even before the Second Vatican Council, the Popes encouraged prayers for unity in addition to the "Week of Prayer for Christian Unity". Leo XIII and Benedict XV paved the way for ecumenical openness. Pius XI explicitly approved the "Malines Conversations" (1921-26) with the Anglicans.

Pius XII went a step further. In an Instruction of 1950, he expressly supported the ecumenical movement, emphasizing that it originated in the action of the Holy Spirit. 

As Cardinal Walter Kasper put it, recently, while reflecting on 40 years of ecumenism since Vatican II, “It would be erroneous to disregard this fundamental continuity by considering the Council as a radical break with Tradition and identifying it with the advent of a new Church.”

Yet something new did begin with the Council: not a new Church but a renewed Church. 

In the course of this series of lectures you have been able to reflect on the various Vatican II documents. Through those texts the image which recurs is of a dynamic church, a rather different image to that more commonly used in the pre-conciliar days of a bulwark Church, a fortress Church. 

As we read in Dei Verbum, the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation: “As the centuries go by, the Church is always advancing towards the plenitude of divine truth, until eventually the words of God are fulfilled in her.” (DV 8)

Lumen Gentium sees the community of faith as a "germinating seed" and a "pilgrim", a harbinger of the fulfilled promise, and calls for the Church to be inserted more deeply within the drama of history, not aloof from it. 

That means that the Church must speak to the age, and it must learn the vocabulary of ecumenical dialogue.  This would be very much part of Pope John’s “aggiornamento”.
One of the most significant insights of the Council Fathers in Unitatis Redintegratio was to recognize in other churches and ecclesial communions those elements essential to the Church which Christ founded and which form part of her treasured patrimony.  This has allowed us to recognize one other as radically belonging to the same divided family – so that we can speak of “separated brethren”.

As Cardinal Kasper puts it: “In the ecumenical movement, the Church takes part in an exchange of gifts with the separated Churches (cf. Ut Unum Sint, nn. 28, 57), enriches them and at the same time makes their gifts her own; she brings them to the fullness of their catholicity and thereby fully attains her own catholicity (cf. Unitatis Redintegratio, n. 4).”

To do so means to recognize that other Christians are not rivals, but fellow pilgrims, called, like us, to unity in the body of Christ.
The Catholic Church has always prized the unity of the Church and prayed for it, according to the mind of her divine master; seeing herself –rightly – as already possessing such unity to a remarkable degree; a communion of faith, of hope and of charity, spreading geographically and extending historically to the very wellsprings of the faith, namely the apostles themselves.

Vatican II denied none of this, but sought a way to recognize and embrace in others the gifts which she herself had already received.
Of great significance is the conciliar statement that the Church of Christ “subsists in” and not simply “is” the Catholic Church.

There has been much reflection and discussion of this phrase which seeks to accommodate two truths:

One, that the Church of Jesus Christ has its concrete location in the Catholic Church, in that communion of Churches which profess the Apostolic faith and over which the successor of St Peter presides.

And two, that that already by our common baptism and the gift of the Spirit we are, with our separated brethren, in a real but imperfect communion.

The ecumenical path we travel is not without risks however.

From a faith perspective, the dangers are essentially twofold:

The first danger consists in seeing those elements of our “treasured patrimony” as being simply heirlooms, which, however valuable, can be set aside, or placed in a museum.  Some elements of our faith simply cannot be set aside – issues such as the Apostolic Tradition of faith and practice; the Church’s hierarchical structure (episcopacy and the Petrine Ministry); the sacraments; the Mass as sacrifice as well as communion; sanctifying grace; the communion of saints; devotion to Our Lady and so on.

When we use that word “Tradition”, we are not talking of what the Italians might call the “beni culturali” and we the “heritage” of the Church. Rather we mean the dynamic handing on of the faith from one generation to the next.  St Vincent of Lerins, in speaking of the development of that Tradition, likened it to the way in which a human person grows from infancy, through childhood, into adulthood and then mature years. The development is from within, is dynamic, coherent, organic; it is not the result of accretions and additions – nor indeed of subtractions!  It is a reality in which the Church already possesses what she is destined to be in her perfection.

The second danger we face is to look to the future – the so-called eschaton – and see unity as something only realizable at the end of time.

The truth is that the Church lives in the present. She inhabits this world. She is an eschatological reality.  She already possesses the catholicity, apostolicity, unity and sanctity which we profess of her in the creed, albeit imperfectly, in like manner each member of the Church is forever being called to perfection.
For example, the Catholic Church, already one, would have her unity enhanced in the coming together of all who profess their faith in Christ and are baptized, and in like manner with regard to the other marks of the church, namely her catholicity, her sanctity and apostolicity.

Cardinal Kasper puts it succinctly when he says: “The Catholic principles of ecumenism spelled out by the Council and later by Pope John Paul II are clearly and unequivocally opposed to irenicism and relativism, which tend to trivialize everything (cf. Unitatis Redintegratio, nn. 5, 11, 24; Ut Unum Sint, nn. 18, 36, 79). The ecumenical movement discards nothing that has so far been precious and important for the Church or in her history; it stays faithful to the truth recognized and defined as such in history...

“The ecumenical movement and the goal it has set, the full unity of disciples of Christ, remains within the furrows marked by Tradition.”

To recognize tradition in this dynamic sense places a corrective on any superficial attempt to use a sort of checklist with regard to the elements belonging to the Catholic Church which might be identified elsewhere – i.e. in other churches and ecclesial communities.  We ought rather to see what we recognize as our own, or shared, as manifestations of the Holy Spirit – the very profession of faith in Christ as the Son of God is not possible unless, as Jesus taught, it is revealed to us by the Father. No-one can say “Jesus is Lord”, says the apostle, unless he is moved by the Holy Spirit.

It is therefore at the level of the Spirit, rather than in the goods of the Spirit, that we must fundamentally address the ecumenical question.

This level is described by the Greek word Koinonia, in Latin, communio.

Communion is a word familiar to us with reference to the sacrament of the Lord’s body and blood.  But its very etymology directs us to the underlying reality, namely that of being united to Christ through the reception of the sacrament.

Its use in reference to the Church points to the reality of our being one in the gift of the Spirit – “May they be one, as You Father are in me, and I in You,” prayed the Lord at the Last Supper.  

The unity for which He prayed is very far from schemes of federal association or plans for shared resources.  These come at a very different level.  Even campaigning for Eucharistic hospitality can miss what really matters in a desire to act ecumenically.

This being the case, namely that communio – in the sense of our common sharing of the goods of salvation is utterly fundamental – we can understand the Council’s insistence on conversion of heart as the necessary prerequisite of ecumenism and its description of prayer as the soul of the ecumenical movement.

The Pontifical Council celebrated the 40th anniversary of the proclamation of Unitatis Redintegratio with a plenary meeting of its members on the theme of “Ecumenical Spirituality”.  It called for a deeper sharing in prayer.

One of the movements typical of the Church’s present charismatic energies is the Focolare movement whose spirituality is geared to unity – one of its most developed themes is of Jesus in the midst – Gesu’ in mezzo a noi.  It brings to its ecumenical dialogues the sense that only when we see Jesus in our midst will we truly make ecumenical progress.

Dialogue is the privileged modality of ecumenical encounter.  The Joint Working Group, the liaison body between the WCC and the Catholic Church, set up in the wake of the Council, and of which I am presently the co-moderator, has over the last six years prepared a document on dialogue which it will be presenting to the 9th General Assembly of the World Council which will take place next year at Porto Alegre in Brazil.  It will be presented as well to the Pontifical Council on behalf of the Catholic Church.

The very word “dialogue” suggests conversation of two or more people talking to one another, and being sensitive to what each says. The document notes the progress which has been made between churches both at local and at international levels through dialogue. There has been for example the Faith and Order statement, “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry” referred to, by the ecumenical cognoscenti as “BEM”!  It is a document which has still to make its full impact on all the churches in whose name the dialogue was carried through.
We are more familiar in this country with ARCIC, the Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission which has now produced a number of important documents on theological issues between our respective churches, including ministry, authority, and now, most recently, devotion to our Blessed Lady.  

Here in Scotland a few years ago a joint commission from the Scottish Episcopal Church and ourselves produced a document on Catholicism, the nature and discipline of being Catholic. While at the time it seemed to fade out of sight, we have recently returned to the document in a renewed programme of meetings between ourselves and the bishops of the Scottish Episcopal Church.

At the moment a joint commission on doctrine between the Catholic Church and the Church of Scotland is studying the theme of baptism, having been prompted and enriched by a document prepared by the Joint Working Group, and also to be presented at the 9th assembly of the WCC.  It is formally entitled “Ecclesiological and Ecumenical Implications of a Common Baptism”, and is, in my view, going to be one of the most significant documents which the Joint Working Group has produced.

It calls the churches to return to a recognition of the nature of the sacrament which we recognize as being validly administered across the churches, and which in our Catholic understanding certainly, carries the gift of the Holy Spirit and inserts the baptized person, whether child or adult, into the Church, the Church which we profess in the creed as “one, holy, catholic and apostolic”.

We have, however, to face the fact that in the very administration of the sacrament, those who are baptized are also inserted into local communities of faith, and it is these local communities or local churches which are divided, creating the anomaly of a fractured unity at the very point of insertion into the Church.

However if we take the ecclesiological implications of baptism seriously, and I believe the document will help us in so doing, we can anticipate fresh ecumenical impulse, certainly in the field of doctrine, which, above all, our dialogues embrace.

Both Lumen Gentium and Unitatis Redintegratio point to baptism as fundamental to our understanding of the Church and of Christian unity.

“It is the sacrament of faith, whereby those who have been baptized belong to the one body of Christ which is the Church. Non-Catholic Christians are therefore not outside of the one Church, they already belong to it in the most fundamental way.”

These words of Cardinal Kasper, lead to his conclusion: “On the basis of one common baptism, ecumenism goes far beyond simple goodwill and friendliness; it is not a form of church diplomacy; it has an ontological foundation and an ontological depth; it is an event of the Spirit.”

The decree itself envisaged the coming together of Christians on a representative basis in order to conduct dialogues and further the ecumenical movement. Already before the Council was over, the Joint Working Group had been put in place.  Over the years what are now referred to as “ecumenical instruments” have multiplied at local, national and international level.

The Catholic Church, while not a full member of the World Council of Churches, is nevertheless represented with full membership status in some of its agencies, most notably that of the Faith and Order Commission, which comprises a number of Catholic theologians.

Catholic membership of national and local councils of churches has increased over the years, and the final document to be presented to our respective parent bodies by the Joint Working Group is entitled: “Inspired by the same vision” and is a study of Roman Catholic participation in national and regional councils of churches.  

The document points out that whereas, “at the time of the Council, the Roman Catholic Church did not take part in any national council of churches, at the present time, of approximately 120 national councils of churches, the Roman Catholic Church is a full member in 70, and the number is growing.”

Membership has not always been easy for either side, if we can talk in such terms. The reason being that our ecclesiologies can differ very greatly.  This often leads to tension, as was evident just 10 days or so ago when I attended the Assembly of CTBI – Churches Together in Britain and Ireland – of which I am one of the five Presidents.  
In a publicly programmed dialogue with Myra Blyth, a Baptist, who was a sometime staff member of the World Council of Churches, I had to point out how those who were present had different expectations of the way in which such an ecumenical instrument operates.
Those who have an episcopal church order reach decisions and take them by a process which is very different from those churches, like the Church of Scotland, who resolve their outstanding administrative and even doctrinal matters through debate in assembly.

Our recent failure to provide a united response to the Scottish Executive’s consultative document on “Enhancing Sexual Health in Scotland” was due to the fact that between ourselves and the Church of Scotland there was not only a difference in the way in which we could address the issues, but also in the question as to whether ethical questions were definable as doctrinal.

However it is the discovery, on both parts, of such differences between us that enables us to understand why, at times, we fail to speak with one voice or act together, despite the Lund Principle, that as far as possible we should only do separately what cannot be done together.

This seems to be a principle more observed in the breach than in the practice.

For the rest, let us remember that what we seek to accomplish is the Lord’s will, who, in his own good time, will bring all things to completion.

Now, we live in hope, “and hope does not disappoint” said the Fathers of the Council, quoting St Paul in his letter to the Romans.

“For God’s love has been poured into our hearts, through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” (Romans 5:5)
Thank you very much.
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