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13e. Kairos Global Faith Stance

Revised by the Socio-Theological Working 
Group of OIKOTREE (Sue Davies, Ulrich 
Duchrow, Nancy Cardoso, Evangeline 
Anderson-Rajkumar, Kim Yong-Bock,  
Vuyani Vellem) in and after Johannesburg 
March 2013

This study text (2013) from the Oikotree network of com-
mitted Christian individuals (see: www.oikotree.org) reflects 
critically the realities and theological implications of the sys-
tems which have been established as “global neoliberal capi-
talism” or just “neoliberalism” in the past few decades, with 
consequences for almost all parts of the world. Sponsored by 
the Council for World Mission (CWM), the World Alliance 
of Reformed Churches (WARC) and the World Council of 
Churches (WCC), the Oikotree network is open to individu-
als, local churches and faith communities, people’s movements 
and all who share the concern for justice and the healing of 
the nations. 

Study Questions

1.  Going back to the Accra Confession (2004) of the World 
Alliance of Reformed Churches and its understanding 
of “empire,” how and with what differentiation does the 
paper describe the realities and functioning of the neoliberal 
system? 

2.  What does qualify as a Christian response to the challenges 
of justice in today’s world as a faith stance, according to the 
paper, and what is meant in referring to some churches as 
being co-opted by the “system’”?

3.  What are implications of the statement that “The Bible does 
not reject people of other cultures and religions but it does 
reject idols,” and how do you assess this position with regard 
to relations between Christians and people of other faiths?

Preamble

A powerful blast by local bombs on 9th February 2013 
killed three people and left several severely injured in 
Govindpur village of Odisha, India. The villagers have 
been resisting land acquisition for the Korean steel giant 

POSCO’s 12 million tonne per annum steel project. 
Lakhman Parmanik (46) severely injured and recovering 
in hospital is very sad about the way the government and 
POSCO-sponsored goons are attacking the people bru-
tally. Despite rulings against the project by National Green 
Tribunal on environmental grounds, he condemned the 
government for shamelessly using brute force to illegally 
evict villagers struggling against the project for years. 230 
fabricated cases had been filed implicating about over 1500 
villagers resisting POSCO between 2006 and 2012. Mr. 
Abhay Sahoo, the President of the anti-POSCO struggle 
committee was jailed on two occasions and has over 50 
cases registered against him, including cases when he wasn’t 
present in the villages on the day of the alleged offence. 
The villagers are still optimistic that the struggle will go on 
to expose the vested interests in the government and send 
POSCO back to Korea.

In the South Western Colombian region of Cauca, 
nearing Ecuador, the leaders of an Indigenous community 
have decided to expel a US military base out of their sacred 
land. Coincidentally, the base is located on a land rich with 
mineral resources. Under the premise that the local popula-
tion is a “supporter” of armed insurgents, the community 
has been militarized, shelled, harassed and oppressed in 
every possible way. In the meantime, the Colombian gov-
ernment plans to advance in the privatization of education, 
public services and health care. The true reason behind this 
militarization is the forced expropriation of the land, the 
dismantling of the resistance of the community and the 
grabbing of natural resources. All this takes place in the 
name of “security.” To want a dignified life is a crime, and 
all must be sacrificed in the altar of the interests of Capital. 
This is the Colombian tragedy. Those who rule the country 
hate people and serve the Empire. For that reason, Colom-
bia is called “Latin American Israel.”

The 2012 Marikana miners tragedy in South Africa, 
in which close to forty people died, many of them min-
ers who demanded better salaries, is a tale of a century- 
long migratory system of labour that has stretched from 
Kimberly to Kitwe in Zambia. The unending war in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo is directly not unrelated to 
the mineral resources of that land of the Congo River and 
its ecological endowment. The war in Libya that divided 
Africa and saw Western powers unilaterally pursue their 
agenda of regime change, and now most recently, the war 
in Mali, are all epicentres of unending greed and the plun-
dering of the African continent stretching right into the 
21st century. These and many other stories of domination 
in Africa have inspired the struggle for the liberation of the 
continent against pseudo-democracies and the hegemonic 
neoliberal economic system. 
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These are just three stories. People all over the world 
could multiply these stories in terms of how the dominat-
ing international economic, political and military system 
is waging war against people and the earth. This is why 
concerned Christians all over the world are convinced 
that we as churches and faith communities must urgently 
respond to this global systemic crisis. We believe in God 
who has created the earth and all its beings. We believe in 
Christ who calls for metanoia, repentance, particularly by 
those who have perpetrated this system and those who go 
along with it thinking they are benefiting. We believe in 
the Spirit who renews our power to do justice, requiring 
that we find ways to life for all. Our faith drives us to offer 
this Global Kairos Faith Statement to the churches and the 
faith communities of the world. 

I. Why the Faith Stance

In the first part of the 21st century a truly global empire 
is being forged—a complex system of war and hegemony 
to sustain the absolute domination of capital without any 
regard for life on earth. The converging experiences in the 
different regions reveal a common pattern of this system 
with interconnected elements. In the Accra Confession 
(2004), the World Alliance of Reformed Churches defined 
empire as follows: “The current world (dis)order is rooted 
in an extremely complex and immoral economic system 
defended by empire. In using the term ‘empire’ we mean 
the coming together of economic, cultural, political and 
military power that constitutes a system of domination 
led by powerful nations to protect and defend their own 
interests.” So the driving forces of this system are identified 
as imperial power including economic, cultural, political 
and military dimensions. The name given to this system is 
“global neoliberal capitalism” or just “neoliberalism.”

The capitalist market and the empire are “diabolically 
mutating.” Capitalism is moving from dominating the 
global economy to controlling and transforming the larger 
civilization in its many institutions and relationships. Peace 
is being separated from justice. Empire decides what peace 
is, what justice is, what life on earth is. The new forms 
of imperial exploitation reflect the rise and consolidation 
of an international ruling class and the centrality of mili-
tary power. This exploitation includes large-scale long-term 
criminality: the illegal and extra-judicial character of impe-
rial war-making is a key component of the process of capi-
tal accumulation.

Domestic collaborator classes and political elites are 
essential in sustaining the US/EU empire. They facilitate 
paramilitaries within their own countries and provide them 
as mercenaries to fight against the peoples’ struggles. At 
the same time, the role of militarism is changing, as the 

fear of terrorism causes a loss of moral, religious and other 
just war limits on military action. The imperialism of the 
West is creating international terrorism as a mirror of state 
terrorism.

Democracy is increasingly dismantled, so that people 
and states are losing sovereignty through international 
and bilateral trade and investment agreements negotiated 
by power elites, as well as through the rules of regional 
associations of states such as the European Union, and 
through the policies of the International Monetary Fund, 
the World Bank, and the World Trade Organization. These 
regional and global organizations were formed by national 
representatives who owed their allegiance to trans-national 
corporations, not the peoples of the world. Decisions on 
“economic development” are not made in consultation 
with the people, but rather their interests and concerns are 
over-ridden for profit. 

Moreover, corruption is increasing on all levels - 
among governments, investors, donors, recipients, and 
beyond. The corporate-controlled media are distorting 
public knowledge about these issues, so that people are 
kept ignorant. 

The power of capital—greed, materialism, ego-cen-
trism, lovelessness, abuse of power and loss of ubuntu - has 
managed to penetrate the souls and thoughts of all of us. It 
is not just somewhere else, in the market, in the church or 
church structures, but everywhere, taking us over! Empire 
and corporations have even commodified sports and sex-
uality, distorting them and turning them into consumer 
products and distorting them.

The ecological question is looming over us with the 
impending reality of ecocide: we have exceeded the pro-
ductive and renewable capacities of creation itself. We have 
hit the outer limits of creation’s capacity to support eco-
nomic growth. All social justice and equity actions need to 
be rethought within this looming parameter. Green capi-
talism is just a façade, because it does not take into account 
the reality that capital must grow at all costs. 

Nation states now are too often opposed to and 
threatened by their own people, whose movements and 
organizations are frequently seen as enemies of the state 
and globalization. Protest and social movements are crimi-
nalized and progressive leaders are called dictators by the 
empire. 

Genocide of women (femicide) is growing through-
out the globe. Every year, millions and millions women are 
missing because they were never born. Millions of children 
are damaged and die because of the empire’s sanctions on 
North Korea and Iran. In the name of development, we 
are seeing massive displacements of people, geographically, 
culturally, politically, economically, and ecologically. 
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Today, the mechanisms by which global profits are 
enhanced have gone far beyond the exploitation of mar-
kets, resources and labour; they now embrace entire 
nations, peoples and the public treasuries, not only in 
Africa, Asia and Latin America but include in the so-called 
“debtor countries” of Europe: Ireland, Greece, Spain, Por-
tugal and Iceland.

The establishment of the state of Israel in 1948 at the 
expense of Palestine and Palestinians in the destruction of 
Palestinian society, followed by the Nakba, and the Israeli 
occupation of Palestine poses a profound challenge to the 
world, in particular to faith communities and especially the 
Christian faith community. We must recognize the explicit 
and implied global political, economic, military and theo-
logical support and justification of Israel’s colonial and 
apartheid crimes against humanity (manifested in ethnic 
cleansing, genocide, and politicide). We believe that Jews, 
Christians, Muslims, and others had lived before and can 
again live in Palestine in equality and mutual respect. 

The current global capitalism is a form of universal pil-
lage. Capitalist power is intentionally instigating economic 
chaos in regions, countries, and globally in order to use 
these situations of chaos—the absence of rules and regula-
tions—to enable further exploitation and control. Capi-
talism is increasingly anonymous. Thus, in local struggles 
and social movements, we do not know who is really in 
charge and accountable and thus whom to hold respon-
sible, oppose, and fight. Theologically, we need to identify 
responsibility and accountability for injustice and exploita-
tion. To be clear about the characteristics of capitalist being 
and action, we need to reflect more deeply on our weak-
nesses in face of this capitalism. 

However, throughout the globe, peoples’ movements 
and organizations are rising up against this international 
regime. The people in Latin America have been fighting for 
fundamental changes in their governments, for example, in 
Ecuador, Bolivia, Venezuela, Argentina, Brazil, Peru, Nica-
ragua, Cuba, and Uruguay. As these countries and their 
people are bringing about change, they are partly being 
stigmatized as “allies of terrorism.” This goes particularly 
for social and peace movements in Colombia, a country 
which is regarded as the crucial pivot for the United States 
in the region in order to secure the latter’s economic, politi-
cal and geo-strategic interests. Countries such as Honduras 
suffered from a coup d’état supported by the government 
of the United States. The Arab Spring movements and the 
movements of the Indignadas in Spain of the last two years 
are also signs of the times and hope, demonstrating the 
peoples’ courage and strength, light in the midst of dark-
ness. All this shows that people can use the contradictions 
of imperial capitalism and open new political spaces for 
change.

Social movements and popular organizations are 
dynamically active on a number of fronts and in multiple 
locations, raising alternative and prophetic voices, moving 
toward transformative action. African feminist movements, 
Indian street power against the government, alternative 
economies and governing structures in Latin America, 
the courage and survival of people living in poverty—all 
embody the power and determination of movements strug-
gling for transformation. 

The Churches
At the same time, some churches, congregations, church 
organizations and other faith communities are working for 
a culture of life, addressing injustice at all levels, self-cri-
tiquing Christian theology, and siding with marginalized 
people. But many churches, and congregations and ecu-
menical organizations are supporting or going along with 
the life-destroying dominant system. 

The empire and global capitalism have divided and 
co-opted many churches so that ideas and practices of jus-
tice and peace are often confused. These norms and values 
frequently now lack clarity, coherence, and a holistic char-
acter. We repeatedly speak with forked tongues. Worse, 
we are allowing the empire, rather than Christ, to define 
justice and peace. The ideology of individualism and the 
prosperity gospel have permeated many churches, while 
others have lost their prophetic stance. A sort of “imagined 
helplessness” has taken hold of too many of us. Forms of 
fundamentalism are growing in the churches. The voices 
of women and youth are silenced. There is a trend in the 
ecumenical movement to capitulate to empire, financially, 
structurally and theologically.

This is why we are convinced that we must urgently 
work for a common global faith stance. This can only hap-
pen by renewing the power of our faith from its sources. 

II. Biblical and Theological Challenges

The heart of the Bible is its witness to the creative God 
of justice, to Jesus Christ’s suffering in solidarity with the 
creatures endangered by the power and structures of sin, 
while inspiring and empowering human beings by God’s 
Spirit in order to become co-workers in God’s liberating 
actions towards life in fullness for all. Justice, securing the 
gift of freedom from oppressive forces, is the message of the 
prophets, the Torah and Jesus. 

The key social structures critiqued in the Biblical nar-
rative are idolatry, money, private property, and empire. 
Money and private property not only introduced new eco-
nomic structures beginning in the 8th century BCE, but 
money itself was also changed from a useful instrument 
for exchange to an end in itself through interest, causing 
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people to become greedy for more and more money. Accu-
mulating “treasures” became an idol, called Mammon by 
Jesus. ‘Greedy money,’ created at the same time as private 
property rights, has changed human souls, hearts and 
minds from community values to an egocentric lust for 
more money. This new economy, thinking and ideology 
were linked to empire and patriarchy in biblical times, 
eventually leading up to the Roman Empire. From the 
prophets to Jesus the counter message to greedy money was 
justice and love. 

Theological reflection is needed on the desire for 
money that is driving and driven by capitalist greed as we 
move toward the transformation of our economic system. 
We also need to understand how empire is the violent 
enabler of the drive towards capital expansion and how 
the male mind of being “master and owner” is intrinsically 
linked to this. Contrary to the theologies of ‘God and me’ 
and the ‘gospel of wealth’, we need theologies of relational 
life and sufficiency.

Theological language, process, and logic need to be 
decolonized. The Western epistemology on which it is 
based is racist, built on theories of white supremacy which 
were used to justify Western imperial domination for 
nearly 2000 years. One recent example is the imperial lan-
guage of Christian ‘mission,’ which assumes that Christians 
have the truth, and that Christians have the right and duty 
before God to impose their faith on the ignorant, filthy, 
animist ‘heathen.’ A non-imperial alternative would be the 
welcoming nature of invitation.

The priority of the word of God for us Christians 
makes us attentive and open to many other voices, espe-
cially those religions and indigenous traditions of Africa, 
Asia and the Americas which, in pluralistic ways, celebrate 
life and God’s presence in the history of humanity and on 
earth. We also must listen to Buddhists and Muslims who 
share the same concerns, as recent dialogues have again 
revealed. On this basis we have to must repent of having 
rejected and suppressed other faiths in order to forge com-
mon visions of religions and wisdoms.

The Bible does not reject people of other cultures and 
religions but it does reject idols. The common denomina-
tor in all major religions—of course in different charac-
teristic expressions—can be seen in the search for life in 
just relationships in opposition to unshared wealth, Mam-
mon. So we can make authentic inter-faith alliances in the 
struggle against the idol Mammon.

As recent developments show, this idol has taken 
totalitarian rule in the form of the death-bound capitalist 
civilization, permeating all human structures, thinking and 
behavior with its spirit, logic and practice. If churches do 
not respond as a matter of faith with biblical seriousness 
to this situation, letting humanity and the earth plunge 

into the abyss, then the very integrity and credibility of the 
churches are at stake.

III. The Story of Faith Stances

According to Mark 1:15 Jesus said: “The time is fulfilled, 
and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and 
believe in the good news. “ Former and present generations 
have responded faithfully to urgent challenges. We name 
but a few of them:

•   The Barmen Theological Declaration of the Confess-
ing Church in Germany (1934) against Nazi Racist 
Nationalism;

•   The Kairos Document in South Africa (1985) against the 
regime of Racial Apartheid;

•   The Road to Damascus (1989) against global capital-
ism as experienced by the people in Central and Latin 
America, Asia and Africa;

•   The Accra Confession (2004) against empire linked to 
capitalism;

•   The Kairos Palestine Document (2009) against the 
political, economic and religious apartheid in Israel and 
Palestine.

We recognize that there have been historic faith 
stances of resistance among all religions as well as all Chris-
tian faith traditions in times of colossal crises of life.

How do we respond to the threat to all life by the 
dominating global civilization?

IV. Our Confession and Call for Action

1. We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the idolatry of the current civilization of 
imperialist, militaristic, socially and ecologically unjust. 
Structurally, it is patriarchal, totalitarian, and racist. We 
reject this interconnected, evil system, including the façade 
of green capitalism.

We confess that God has always been at work providing 
life for all, empowering us to cooperate with God.

We commit ourselves to resist this hegemonic political-
economic-cultural capitalist civilization and to work for a 
new culture of Life for all.

Action: Acts of confession and repentance in word and 
deed where we as churches, particularly in the north, and 
as an ecumenical movement have—in spite of the acceler-
ating lethal crisis of all living beings—not yet clearly and 
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unambiguously rejected the spirit, logic and practice of the 
capitalist civilization;

2. For the future of the earth 
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the rationale of technocratic conquest of 
nature for the human greed of competitive, polluting capi-
talism which is causing violent, irreversible change in the 
earth’s climate and the whole creation.

We confess that creation is a gift to be held in its own 
right to care and preserve, as a  subject, not an object or a 
commodity.

We commit ourselves to building alliances to reduce 
the human ecological footprint to a sustainable level, to 
resist the imperial economic and military project, and to 
create right relationships with all earth’s living beings.

Action: Becoming transformers with positive examples 
of living a just, sustainable ecological footprint; cultivating 
wisdom of life in all religions and cultures and in the life of 
the whole earth for conviviality;

3. For meaningful labour 
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore: 

We reject the production of structural unemployment 
and precariousness of work that continues to reduce work-
ers, particularly women, to modern slaves on the altars of 
capitalistic accumulation and the shrines of transnational 
industry.

We confess that God has always been at work through 
the people’s struggles that are committed to enhancing 
human dignity at work and the meaning of work. 

We commit ourselves to motivate the Churches to chal-
lenge false teachings of work that elevate capital production 
over human labour and masquerade neoliberal ideologies 
of labour as religion. 

Action: Alliance-building with people’s social and reli-
gious movements for developing a post-capitalist meaning of 
work that will focus on enhancing human dignity and social 
well-being, including the linkage of the means of production 
to the control of the working people and to the common 
good; democratic planning that makes it possible for society 
to define the goals of investment, production, and the tech-
nological structure of the productive forces; supporting peo-
ples’ struggles for land as a common good, which all people 
in families or communities have the right to use as much as 
they need for self-support in a life-giving agriculture; sup-
porting peoples’ struggle for public goods and services which 
satisfy the basic needs of people: water, food, energy, hous-
ing, health, education, transport, and so on. 

4. For money and finance as a common good
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the capitalist monetary and financial order 
making money and capital a commodity and its increase 
an end in itself at all costs.

We confess that God is at work to overcome the violent 
power of money.

We commit ourselves to transforming money into a 
public good as instrument for the real economy.

Action: Alliance-building with people’s social and reli-
gious movements for developing a post-capitalist property 
and money order, turning money into a public good to be a 
useful instrument for exchange and credit instead of a com-
modity for accumulation; Searching for democratically 
organized and controlled banks and investments; Looking 
carefully at the churches’ financial structures in order to 
refrain from capitalist practices and to cooperate only with 
alternative banks.

5. Property for people, not for profit
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the capitalist property order which, through 
the privatization of collective and common goods, produces 
wealth for the mostly male capital owners but scarcity and 
poverty for the vast majority of the world’s population, 
particularly women and girls, and which exploits and even 
destroys nature. 

We confess that God is at work for a life-serving econ-
omy so that all, including future generations, may have 
enough.

We commit ourselves to work for an order in which all 
forms of property serve the common good for the use of 
all for life in harmony with the earth and all living beings.

Action: Engaging for the decrease of working hours 
instead of sucking the gains of increased labour pro-
ductivity into the pockets of capital while producing 
unemployment.

6. For participatory democracy in all spheres of society
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the tragic loss of democracy by millions on 
earth to transnational dictates of profit making and the 
fragmentation of public life by reducing governance to 
safeguard neoliberal economic interests. 

We confess that God has always been at work among 
the victimized communities whose God-given right to gov-
ern themselves continues to be eclipsed by the dominant 
powers.
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We commit ourselves to continuing to unmask the 
dominations and fictions of power that distort communi-
cation in our age and to mobilizing struggling communi-
ties to work together for participation in governance and 
economic production.

Action: Being compassionate partners with the weak 
and victimized in the community of all living beings, 
healing wounds, restoring justice and reconciliation so 
that all living beings are the subjects of their own life in 
community.

7. For peace with justice
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore: 

We reject categorically war and war-making as a means 
to achieve security, justice and peace in order to protect, 
preserve and sustain life.

We confess that Jesus wants us to confront all injustice 
with a readiness to accept conflicts and suffering, and to 
cooperate in reconciliation processes.

We commit ourselves to be peace-makers among 
human and living beings, as well as among peoples and 
nation states. 

Action: Covenanting to be a community, local and 
global, of justice and peace across relations among all living 
beings, practicing peace pedagogy and non-violence, resist-
ing the regime of war and violence;

8. For a nuclear-free world
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the nuclear complex of military, industrial, 
technological and political symbiosis as contrary to God.

We confess that God wants us to work for the abolition 
of both military and civil use of nuclear energy.

We commit ourselves to a world without nuclear weap-
ons and powers, resisting the economic, political, military 
and technological nuclear regime.

Action: We will resist the nuclear power both in the 
form of weapons and in the form of energy, as we must 
liberate ourselves from the nuclear culture that is based on 
greed and consumerism, exposing the arrogance of nuclear 
weapons states and dismantling the technocratic complex 
of nuclear industry.

9. For human relationships without patriarchy
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject therefore any power, logic or ideology that 
legitimizes the devaluation of the female and colludes with 
powers and ideologies that ignore, undervalue and deny 

the gift of being created as utterly equal human beings in 
the Image of God. 

We confess that God wants us to realize the implica-
tion and purpose of being created in the Image of God and 
strive to make every space violence-free, gender-just and 
liberating.

We commit ourselves to be guided by the Word of God 
as found in Genesis 1:26-28 wherein is recorded the core 
truth that human beings are created in God’s own image. 
We therefore commit to renounce any power, influence, 
authority or practice that is present, within the Church and 
outside, that is rooted in patriarchy, and affirm our stand to 
strive for gender-justice. We also commit ourselves to stand 
against patriarchy in all forms whenever it denies anyone 
their right to be treated as an equal because of their caste, 
race, gender, sex or sexuality.

Action: Overcoming patriarchy in concrete terms 
within the churches and societies.

10. For human relationships without greed
We believe in God, who creates and sustains the worlds, 
summoning all creatures to just community life. Therefore:

We reject the system of greed as Mammon which 
thrives on the victimization of other human and living 
beings; and we reject the logic of survival of the fittest and 
the strongest among living beings, for the logic is based 
upon infinite greed for unlimited possession. 

We confess that giving up the ideology and practice of 
greed and turning to works of true and authentic partner-
ship among human beings would pave the way for true 
metanoia.

We commit ourselves to the covenant of justice, peace-
ful and compassionate, in all relationships among living 
beings.

Action: A clear alliance-building with various faith 
communities of the world to overcome personal and struc-
tural greed at all levels and develop cooperative and life 
enhancing attitudes.

V. Call to Churches and Communities of Faith

We call upon and plead with the church in all her forms and 
at all levels—local congregations, national churches, local 
and regional Christian Councils and the World Council of 
Churches—to self-critically scrutinize themselves:

•   whether and where they actively support the imperial, 
patriarchal, capitalist civilization, be it in their own 
teaching and in their own organization or in their pub-
lic pronouncements and direct messages to business and 
governments;
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•   whether and where they avoid the question about the 
systemic root causes of the crisis, acquiescing with 
cheap and well-balanced criticism of “greedy bankers” 
and smoke-screening the dramatic and urgent crisis of 
humanity and earth through the dominating system 
with euphemisms like “Social and Ecological Market 
Economy” and “Green Capitalism”;

•   and to draw the consequence of prophetically disassoci-
ating themselves from the whole of the capitalist civili-
zation in word, deed and organization and at the same 
time joining the forces for a post-capitalist civilization 
built up from all indigenous cultures, liberating faiths 
and humanist wisdom. We particularly challenge the 
WCC not to give in to the pressures of ecclesial powers 
to avoid a clear stance on economic, social and ecological 
systemic justice.

All this must be done inclusive of faith communities 
and people’s movements so that we respond to the global 
crisis with all forces working for a new life-enhancing 
culture.

We call upon the WCC Assembly in Busan to do this 
self-critical scrutiny and launch a plan of action. We see the 
planned ecumenical seven years pilgrimage for justice and 
peace as a framework for further implementation. We call 
upon the churches and congregations to use this oppor-
tunity at all levels to test the necessary steps for the trans-
formation of the present death-bound system. The years 
2013-2020 will be decisive for humanity and earth.

God is faithful to empower us with God’s Spirit and 
cleanse us of our complicity with sin. We believe that the 
God of Life is at work as the Baker Woman God, knead-
ing the yeast of Life into the Bread and Body of the world. 
Even as we wait to partake in the glorious leavening of the 
whole Bread, and the transformation of the Body of God, 
we recognize how important it is that the Church realize 
her identity and calling in this world to be the Body of 
Christ, ready to be broken, shared with all so that all may 
have a share in the Table, the Taste, and the Feast of Life. 
Glory be to the God of Life.

14.  The Contribution of the Ecumenical 
Movement for Churches and Society  
in Korea

Chai Soo-Il

This essay was contributed by Dr Soo-Il Chai, President 
of Hanshin University in Seoul, to the German-Korean 
Churches Consultation, which took place in Wittenberg, 
March 2011 (see: http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/
korea_wittenberg.html). The essay traces the origins of the 
ecumenical commitment within Korean Christianity in the 
period before the independence of Korea in 1945 and exam-
ines the impact which the partition of the country had both 
on anti-communist stances and subsequent splits within South 
Korean Christianity. Further light is also shed on the unity 
movement which has found its institutional expression in 
NCCK and the impact of the ecumenical movement on peace 
and reconciliation on the Korean peninsula.

Study Questions

1.   What are the most important historical roots and major 
expressions of the ecumenical movement in Korea according 
to the essay?

2.   What is the interrelation between the partition of the 
country, the ongoing North-South-Korean conflict and the 
sharp inner division of South Korean Christianity at pres-
ent and—positively formulated—what is the relevance of 
the ecumenical movement to the reunification movement 
in Korea?

3.   How do you evaluate and see the position in the paper that 
the “liberal ecumenical movement is economically poor and 
the conservative churches in Korea are rich,” and how does 
the author (and you and your discussion partners) see the 
future of the ecumenical movement in South Korea?

1. 

After thirty-six years of Japanese colonization, Korea was 
liberated in 1945. Koreans were not able to bring this lib-
eration about under their own power. Independence came 
rather through Japan’s unconditional surrender at the end 
of the Second World War, which occasioned both the 
North-South split and the beginning of the Cold War. 

Prior to independence there were far more Christians 
in North Korea. Back then, North Korea’s present capital 



8 Ecumenical Visions

city, Pyongyang, was called “the Jerusalem of Korea,” and 
in North Korea large-scale repentance events took place. 
Although Protestant churches in Korea, in particular the 
American Presbyterian and Methodist churches, were iden-
tified from the outset on the basis of their mission history, 
denominations have also retained an amazing tradition of 
unity.

In 1887, Presbyterian and Methodist churches 
established a Bible society, and in 1890 the Assembly of 
Churches was convened, so that through booklets, efforts 
toward unity in Bible translation and mission became 
apparent. In 1903 the Protestant Youth for Sanctification 
was founded as the first ecumenical association, and in 
1905 Presbyterian and Methodist Churches joined forces 
at the Council of United Protestant Churches.

Until independence, the movement of the Korean 
Church relied on an ecumenical spirit, which was at the 
same time anti-imperialist and emphasized the autonomy 
and independence of the people.

2.

After independence, however, the Korean churches split 
due to theological issues such as shrine worship (in the 
Japanese colonial era), attitudes toward capitalism and 
liberalism, membership in the WCC, and because of 
anti-Communism and the attitude toward the military dic-
tatorship. Further schisms arose over varying points of view 
toward regional traditions and over church polity. 

As Kim Il-sung seized power in North Korea, many 
Christians fled to the South, away from the influence of 
Communism. Population displacement and land reform 
under the rule of Kim Il-sung in North Korea drove Chris-
tians to anti-Communism, which in the ensuing Korean 
War was eventually burned into their hearts. 

From the reign of Syngman Rhee through the devel-
opmental dictatorship of Park Chung-Hee to the mili-
tary dictatorship of Chun Doo-Hwan, anti-Communism 
served to suppress political opponents and caused an inter-
nal split among the Christians in the South. The Christian 
split over the issue of anti-Communism had an effect on 
the matter of membership in the WCC, resulting in the 
secession of the Presbyterian subgroup of the Habdong 
Cheuk in the 1960s. 

Surrounding the human rights and pro-democracy 
movements of the 1970s there were further divisions in the 
Christian churches, in the wake of which arose in 1989 
the so-called Pan-Christian Coalition of Churches (Han-
gichong) in Korea as an Evangelical counter movement to 
the NCCK (the National Council of Churches in Korea). 
The Hangichong admits not only denominations, but also 

individual churches, and even individuals as members, so 
that it ultimately is greater in scope than the NCCK. At the 
same time it is significantly more theologically conserva-
tive, and in political matters it demonstrates a government-
friendly attitude. 

For several years there have been conversations 
between the Hangichong and the NCCK concerning 
organizational unity, but because of their historical back-
grounds, especially with regard to political matters, the two 
institutions are not coming any closer.

All told, sixty-six denominations belong to the Han-
gichong, including those that belong to the NCCK, and 
therefore have dual membership, so that there are another 
nineteen organizations beyond those that organized in the 
Hangichong.

3.

Of central importance for the ecumenical movement in 
Korea are the eight current denominations (the Presbytery 
of Jesus Church, the Methodist Church, the Evangelical 
Presbyterian Church, the Holiness Church, the Gospel 
Church, the Salvation Army, the Orthodox Church, and 
the Evangelical Assemblies of God) that have joined forces 
with the NCCK.

As an organization of ecumenism rich in tradition, 
the NCCK maintains a relationship with the Presbyterian-
Methodist Jesus Association in Chosun (founded in 1918), 
the Evangelical Association in Chosun (established in 1924 
and dissolved under Japanese rule in 1938), and the Evan-
gelical Association in Korea.

Meanwhile, the Orthodox Church in Korea is also a 
member, although the NCCK did not have a positive atti-
tude toward it from the outset. When in 1961 the Russian 
Orthodox Church wanted to join the WCC, the NCCK 
voted against it. Still today the Roman Catholic Church 
is not a member of the NCCK. A significant event of 
unity with the Catholic Church is the “Week of Prayer for 
the Unity of the Church,” first celebrated on January 1, 
1967. “The prayer for unity” is not a movement that would 
have arisen from a local impulse in Korea, but rather it is 
a response to the changed situation of the global church 
since the Second Vatican Council. At any rate, the “Week 
of Prayer for the Unity of the Church,” which continues to 
this day, is a precious moment for unity between the two 
churches.

In terms of a (global) historical perspective, what has 
drawn the greatest attention in the past decade is the prayer 
for the Korean peninsula, which was carried out within the 
framework of the week of prayer for the unity of Christians 
along with the Korean churches. In 2008, in order to set 
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the theme of the Christian gathering of prayer for the unity 
of the universal church in Korea, representatives of the 
Catholic Bishops’ Conference of Korea and the NCCK, 
together with journalists, called on the headquarters of the 
WCC in Geneva, the office of the Orthodox Metropoli-
tan in Istanbul, and the office of the Pope in the Vatican, 
in order to meet of Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox 
representatives.

In this way, then, churches worldwide prayed for 
unity in 2009 using the model that the two church bodies 
had developed. In addition, in 1969 there was a common 
Christmas service of Catholics and Protestants, and even a 
common translation of Scripture, which was not, however, 
used on Protestant side, a decision which in turn set the 
movement back.

The struggle for democratization and respect for 
human rights in the 1970s contributed to the strengthen-
ing of the unity of the two churches, and theological con-
ferences took place interconfessionally, so that in 1979 the 
theology department of Seokang University together with 
the Theological Research Centre translated and released the 
document, “One in Faith: A New Joint Commitment.” In 
2000, the Unity Forum began operating, and since then 
it meets once a year. The principal members are the Panel 
for Church Unity and Interreligious Dialogue of Catho-
lic Bishops’ Council in Korea and the legislative body for 
unity of the Church and Interreligious Dialogue of the 
NCCK. But conversation is still being sought among the 
various Protestant denominations, the Orthodox, Pente-
costals, Reformed, Methodists, etc.

While the theme changes according to specific situ-
ational needs, there will also be an effort to conduct basic 
theological discussions on unity. The Forum will identify 
not only the differences, but explore the causes of misun-
derstandings and initiate the application of its findings for 
the present.

In addition to the Unity Forum, the Bishop’s Con-
ference and the NCCK support so-called “theologian 
meetings” of both confessions and further develop the 
theological discourse. “Mariology,” “veneration of saints,” 
“justification,” and other controversial topics were dis-
cussed candidly and openly, which was both a great help 
and academic stimulation for the participating theologians.

Both denominations present a “common ecumenical 
teaching” for future ecumenism for Catholic and Protes-
tant students. After this common lesson designed by the 
ecumenical training centre, the students also exercised 
practical study abroad, so that ecumenical relationships 
were realized.

In theological terms, the global ecumenical movement 
has had a minimal effect on churches and society in Korea. 

As we all know, the Roman Catholic Church together with 
the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) approved the Joint 
Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification on October 
31, 1999. Vatican representatives have likewise signed the 
Joint Declaration at the World Methodist Conference, 
which took place in Seoul on July 23, 2006.

Catholic, Lutheran, and Methodist churches have thus 
mutually recognized that there are no fundamental differ-
ences with regard to the theological understanding of jus-
tification, and therefore closed the dogmatic disputes that 
separated Catholics and Protestants from each other theo-
logically since the Reformation in the sixteenth century. 
But this mutual theological recognition does not matter 
in the Korean Church, not among the church leadership, 
nor in the congregations, because there are still many pas-
tors and lay people who claim that the Catholic Church is 
a cult.

4.

The contribution of ecumenism with the greatest effect on 
Korean society was to be sure its support of democratiza-
tion and the promotion of human rights. In the 1960s 
there was the enlightenment movement in rural areas, and 
in the 1970s, the mission to the poor and the industrialized 
urban areas. This ecumenical work came about through 
the cooperative interaction with international bodies such 
as WCC and CCA (Christian Conference of Asia). The 
dictatorship of Park Chung-Hee and the restorative pro-
cedure to maintain stability led to a despotism in which 
many Christians were imprisoned, tortured, restricted in 
their freedoms, or removed from their posts. In a time of 
domestic espionage and violent repression of human rights, 
the ecumenical movement, which gathered around the 
NCCK, was a mouthpiece of the people who were unable 
to speak out. In 1974 the NCCK appointed a Committee 
for Human Rights, put prisoners in the care of lawyers, 
and gave their families support. In addition, there were the 
Thursday Prayers, and urban industrial missions were sup-
ported and laid-off teachers and journalists were helped. 
Just as the participation of Korean churches in societal 
developments was influenced from the outset by the spirit 
of ecumenism, the participation of the liberal churches in 
the 1970s was carried by an ecumenical spirit. An impor-
tant starting point was the enlightenment movement 
in rural areas: here the mission itself, which had focused 
on individual salvation and on transformational “evan-
gelism” of individual lives, transformed from a sense of 
“anthropization” to an understanding of its responsibility 
for society and social welfare. The same also applies to the 
theology as a whole. There is the view which dismisses this 
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as “import theology” and “superficial distraction from the 
ecumenical discourse.” Of course, there is reason to won-
der whether the theological and religious divisions between 
the conservative and liberal camps represent something like 
a “proxy war of western theology.” The opinion seems not 
unjustified, if one considers that “theology of the missio 
dei,” “theology in the secular world,” “contextual theology,” 
“political theology,” and “liberation theology” as topics 
of liberal theological currents were central to the NCCK, 
while Evangelical churches focused on saving souls and 
spreading the Gospel, so that the western controversy was 
reflected in Korea. But I mean, it is obvious which party 
was more devoted to waging the proxy war between the 
ecumenical discussion and controversies in the west.

If it can be said that Minjung theology, developed in 
the 1970s by the liberal movement, is the first Korean the-
ology in the real sense of the word, then the liberal cur-
rent in Korean churches is not simply derived from western 
liberal theology. From my point of view, Korean society 
had already confronted the problems of the third world in 
general, or in other words, it was already involved in the 
dynamics of the modern age when it first felt the influence 
of the ecumenical movement, and in particular of ecumen-
ical theology, which was in conversation with the problems 
of the third world.

The 1970s have in my opinion made clear how much 
a part of our interactions theological discourse is, and, 
yes, even western theology is influenced by the theology 
of the third world, which just shows the extent to which 
ecumenical dialogue enriches theology. In particular this 
means that contextual theology can be understood as the 
most comprehensive form of theology.

Political pressure and anti-Communism have split not 
only the Korean society, but also the Korean churches. In 
this situation, there was a movement that attempted to 
resolve the disagreement through dialogue and compre-
hensive education. This movement is the “Christian Acad-
emy,” founded in the 1960s, which came about through 
the support of the German Protestant academies.

The first director of the “Christian Academy,” Pastor 
Kang Won-Yong, established himself as a pioneer for inter-
religious dialogue. Kang was involved in the Association 
of Korean Religionists, now the “Korean Conference on 
Religion and Peace” (KCRP). Seven religious communities 
are represented in the KCRP: Protestants, adherents of the 
Minjok (folk) religion, Buddhists, won-Buddhists, Con-
fucians, adherents of the Cheondo religion, and Roman 
Catholics. 

In the current situation of Korean Protestantism, 
which is dominated by Protestant fundamentalists, the 
ecumenical movement, which has an open attitude towards 

the religions of neighbours, is under suspicion – and that, 
even though Korean society is traditionally a religiously 
pluralistic society.

5.

From the perspective of the ecumenical movement, the 
1980s can be characterized as an era of tyranny under 
Chun Doo-Hwan’s military dictatorship, following the 
assassination of President Park Chung-Hee and the upris-
ing of the people of Gwangju. The ecumenical movement 
in Korea understood that a democracy under the terms of 
the separation of North and South is impossible, and in 
1982 created an institute for the question of unification. 
However, the question of reunification brought along with 
it not only the extreme positions in Korean society, but also 
in the Korean Church. The controversial positions within 
the Korean churches were highlighted in such questions as 
how to classify North Korea, what stance to take toward 
other countries, in particular to the United States, and the 
debate over the deployment of troops in the Iraq.

As an example of these widely divergent positions, I 
would like to mention the events, convened by some Prot-
estant church leaders, which took place on January 11 and 
19, 2003, in front of the Town Hall in Seoul. Many tens 
of thousands met for a pro-US and anti-North Korea rally 
under the slogan “Prayer for Peace for Land and People,” 
and in the same place was a group that spoke out critically 
on the US policy on North Korea and the Iraq war. This 
meeting was also led by a Protestant organization. And 
on March 1, (a Korean holiday), the Hangichong and the 
Association of Evangelical Clergyman in Korea gathered 
about 100,000 people in Yoido (district of Seoul) to a “fast-
ing prayer for land and people.” Also in this context were 
demonstrations against “the rearmament of the American 
troops,” “against the development of the atomic bomb in 
North Korea,” and “for human rights in North Korea.”

On the other hand, there was at the same time a “town 
hall meeting on March 1”for peace and reunification,” 
which was held by the “Korean Conference on Religion 
and Peace.” This was a meeting in the spirit of the “Joint 
Declaration of South and North on June 15,” in which 
people from different religions led the way to dispel the 
tension on the Korean peninsula, for the purpose of peace 
and reunification, reconciliation and cohesion.

The North had sent 105 representatives from four reli-
gious organizations to this Conference. From the South, 
300 representatives from seven religious organizations had 
taken part. Representatives of the NCCK participated 
officially, and after the partition, it was participants from 
the North who first came to the South to participate in 
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worship. It is no exaggeration when I say that the entire 
reunification movement of the Korean churches devel-
oped around the NCCK after the uprising by the people 
of Gwangju.

On the conservative evangelical side there is, however, 
almost no movement to speak of. In February, 1988, the 
NCCK already confirmed the Korean churches’ mission-
ary tradition in the cause of justice in the “Declaration of 
the Evangelical Churches in Korea for Unification of the 
People and Peace.” Furthermore, it pleaded guilty to the 
division of the people through tacit complicity, guilty of 
the idolatry of a politically conditioned separation, and 
guilty of mutual hatred. In addition, the fundamental prin-
ciples were made clear: that reunification should further 
not only the national and public interest, but also guaran-
tee the freedom and dignity of the people to the highest 
possible extent, and that the participation of the people 
as a whole (Minjung) must be ensured in the discourse of 
reunification.

To that end, the NCCK suggested the binding of the 
wounds of separation in the countries: community-based 
measures to overcome the separation, a democratic consen-
sus, measures to reduce tensions and promote peace, and 
the implementation of democratic principles. In this way 
it presented concrete steps for the Korean churches to take 
toward reconciliation and reunification in peace. Since the 
Declaration of 1988, the Korean peninsula was subject to 
major internal and external changes.

The reunification of Germany, the end of the cold war, 
the simultaneous accession of North and South Korea to 
the United Nations, as well as the basic treaty between the 
two countries and a democratic Government in the South 
increased the likelihood of a change of heart, a reduc-
tion of tension on the Korean peninsula, and a peaceful 
unification.

The churches sought therefore to meet outside the 
Korean peninsula. In the South in 1993, “the Assembly of 
Human Ties between North and South” and “the Desire 
to Meet for Peaceful Reunification” took place and made 
public the unification movement.

But the discourse on unification was set back by the 
sudden death of Kim Il-sung (1994), the abruptly cooling 
relationship between North and South, as well as the con-
servative turn of the civil government, and the rise of the 
new world order under American domination.

Threat and mistrust constricted the relationship 
between North and South, and the situation of hostile 
ceasefire has continued.

The impending food shortages in the North and the 
economic crisis in the South weakened the unification 
movement on the one hand, but they recharged it in terms 

of fraternal cohesion and the human rights issue. Just at 
this time a positive interest ignited in the unification move-
ment among the conservative denominations and laity, and 
an exchange between North and South began to glimmer 
in the Hangichong

Since then, the conservative evangelical churches 
together with the liberal churches have taken an interest 
in the unification movement and in exchanges with the 
North Korean churches. As a result, committees for reuni-
fication were founded in the conservative churches.

In April of 1993 when the movement “Together for 
Peace and Unification of North and South” arose, a sweep-
ing unity rose above the conservative-liberal polarity on the 
unification issue. 

Thus a support community was developed for the 
North which encompassed the conservative and liberal dif-
ferences across the denominations. But in political terms 
the unification movement also regressed precisely because 
it was less closed than before.

The profound economic crisis in the South forced the 
church community to see the unification movement in a 
new light. The unification of territory and political power 
was no longer regarded as the completion of the unification 
project, but as a step toward a new humanity and a new 
community. The church community hoped for a unifica-
tion driven not by hatred, but by mutual respect and “coex-
istence,” through the end of a craving for conquest and 
victory, and toward community on a level playing field.

The NCCK noted that, in the course of unification 
discourse, the strengthening of a sense of community must 
begin. In particular, it is important to keep in mind that 
political and economic stability in North Korea are impor-
tant for the preservation of peace. In this sense, help is 
required to overcome the food shortage and for establish-
ing international relations in the world community.

A few years ago there was a historic resumption of talks 
between North and South, and the two countries signed a 
joint treaty. The inter-Korean relations developed rapidly 
since then. This was followed by the meeting of separated 
families, the beginning of work to restore the rail connec-
tions, and other things that were once unimaginable.

The unification movement of the Korean churches, in 
contrast, lagged behind. Not much was going on in the 
way of unification discourse. There were still visits and 
humanitarian assistance, at times supplemented by the 
integration assistance to refugees from North Korea, which 
could perhaps be explained by the regular talks between 
North and South, in terms of the “sunshine policy.” Per-
haps it was natural that unification discourse in govern-
ment policy overtook that of the churches.
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One could also name exchange programmes (Min-
hwahyeob), as the cause which drew the churches’ atten-
tion from the North-South exchange.

But this rapid change also led to a conflict between the 
government then and the conservative media and politi-
cians, and this escalated: people insulted each other with 
abusive slogans, and even the churches were divided.

On the one hand, there was the position which said: 
the humanitarian aid supports the military and lends cred-
ibility to the regime. On the other, liberal side, it was 
stressed that there is no alternative to humanitarian sup-
port. Humanitarian aid to North Korea was also what con-
nected and united the Korean churches, but they remain 
divided on the issue of reunification.

While there is probably consensus on the question 
that the Korean peninsula must be reunited – but how this 
should be done, what concrete steps could lead to this, and 
how North Korea as such is seen, how the US policy on 
Korea may be assessed – in all of these points it is hard to 
find a common denominator.

Some time ago, there was an effort on both sides to 
discuss the institutional union of NCCK and Hangichong. 
Ultimately the matter came to nothing due to the differ-
ences of opinion on unity and identity. This showed that 
not only the present, but also history forms identity and 
plays a role in institutional unity.

6.

In the 1990s, a series of international ecumenical meet-
ings took place in Korea. The series opened in 1989 with 
the annual meeting of the World Association of Reformed 
Churches (WARC), followed in 1990 by the world convo-
cation on “Justice, Peace and Integrity of Creation” (JPIC).

The two events gave the Korean churches assurance 
that they could push for something similar. There was the 
impression that the Korean churches, which had amazed 
the world with their rapid growth, no longer faced the 
world as a nameless mass.

The civil government under Kim, Young-Sam, and the 
government of Kim Dae-Jung also appeared as an exem-
plary implementation of democratization.

But the currency crisis of 1997 dealt a severe blow to 
Korean society. The IMF called for structural measures of 
enormous dimensions. The resulting reorganization and 
opening of the financial sector, the deregulation of capital 
flow and other measures led to a reduction in the econ-
omy’s output, so that jobs were uncertain and ultimately 
heavy unemployment ensued.

The churches immediately began the “Anabada” cam-
paign (this stands for save, share, trade, use everything) and 

participated in the reduction of waste and trips abroad. 
They were also in the government’s “gold collection cam-
paign” to support the exchange rate.

Unemployment degenerated into homelessness; the 
divorce rate grew rapidly and broke up families: all this 
made the ecumenical movement recognize pastoral care as 
a calling of the churches in the truest sense.

Not only thrift, but also the concept of alternative 
consumption was introduced. Following the currency cri-
sis, beyond the liberal-conservative divide, the tradition of 
community diakonia to the homeless and unemployed was 
rediscovered.

But the problem consisted in the fact that the eco-
nomic crisis was nationwide. The world financial market 
reaches beyond national borders, and transactions take 
place so quickly that unethically procured capital can 
hardly be detected, and national governments have only 
limited influence; the global nature of the market economy 
requires therefore the global networking of the church 
communities.

The moment had come not only “to think globally 
and to act regionally,” but also “to think globally and to 
act globally.” The ecumenical movement in Korea has not 
only participated in the international network of churches, 
but also made relationships with non-governmental orga-
nizations (trade unions, grassroots, etc.), especially after 
farmers experienced profound suffering in the wake of the 
Uruguay Round.

New situations demand new theological responses.
The Roman Catholic Church celebrated the year 2000 

as a “Jubilee Year” and “The Great Jubilee 2000” on a large 
scale. The Korean churches brought “Minjung theology” to 
“jubilee theology” in the new situation as a proposal for the 
theological interpretation of the present.

In terms of content, this theology includes the topics 
of debt, strengthening the self-esteem of the poor, subver-
sion of the rich, etc. Although it could not continue to 
develop uniformly, this theology could give a theologi-
cal response to humanity in the midst of economic and 
structural crises and as such was undeniably an important 
contribution.

7.

After overcoming the monetary crisis, Korea recovered its 
previous economic position and was even able to become 
an OECD member. Korea now has the twelfth stron-
gest national economy. Economic strength promoted the 
increased growth of mission abroad, which is an object of 
a study of the ecumenical movement. The Korean mission 
team, which was in Afghanistan for a short-term mission 
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and then had to mourn deaths of people who had been 
abducted, pointed to a fundamentalist and evangelistic, 
exclusive and aggressive understanding of a denomina-
tional conception of mission abroad, and prompted reflec-
tion on the essence of the ecumenical movement—which 
really started through mission itself.

If one considers the current situation of Korean Prot-
estant churches in numbers, then one will see: there are 
about 37,000 houses of worship across the country with 
8.6 million believers. Not including the small denomina-
tions, there are about 30 large denominations recognized 
as such or that have facilities such as theological schools.

In 2010, 20,445 Korean missionaries were sent out 
into 169 countries. When in 2004 the interdenominational 
leadership forum of Korean missionaries took place, one 
speaker said that by 2030 as many as 100,000 missionaries 
would be sent, although if extrapolated from the present 
number, there will be more likely about 48,000. Then the 
Korean churches would be sending the most missionaries, 
second to the United States, where there are approximately 
68,000 at current levels.

But the overseas mission of the Korean churches 
encounters serious problems. 

The first problem is the lack of “cooperation in 
mission.”

The missionaries on location choose “competition of 
the denominations” over “cooperation in mission,” and 
rarely cooperate with the local churches.

Then there are conflicts between the ordained and 
lay missionaries, and one cannot overlook the conflicts 
between missionaries, who were sent out of churches and 
missionary societies.

The second problem: The Mission of the Korean 
churches has not yet abandoned the form of European and 
American mission of the 16th and 19th century.

These are the points of criticism: often it is not the 
gospel that is preached, but church growth, or a business 
model is pursued that uses mission just as a cloak, or capi-
talism will be exaggerated in the foreground, or out of a 
colonial mission understanding there are attacks with a 
pejorative attitude on other cultures and religions.

For this reason, Korean missionaries have even been 
expelled from the Philippines and other countries.

The aggressive and dismissive attitude towards other 
religions is expressed not only in foreign countries. Friction 
with other religions, in particular with the Buddhism, has 
reached a degree of concern.

In the 1990s, traditional Korean sculptures and 
Buddhist altars were destroyed in barracks and universi-
ties, and in 1998 in a monastery on the island of Jeju, a 
Buddhist altar was defaced. In June of 2000, a red cross 

and underneath the words “Jesus only” were painted on 
the Sokkamoni Shrine of the Buddhist Dongguk Univer-
sity. All of this had effects of an explosive nature not only 
among Buddhists, but throughout Korean society.

Especially during the regime of the Presbyterian Presi-
dent Lee Myung-Bak, in which the Buddhists religious 
were said to suffer institutional discrimination, often fun-
damentalist Christians would enter Buddhist shrines and 
perform acts which they called “step on the ground,” and 
they would pray in a loud voice. Such actions provoke the 
resentment of the Buddhists.

The majority of the over one million guest workers has 
an Islamic background. So far, no conflicts have become 
public, but on the conservative Christian side, the image of 
Islam is poorly esteemed, and baseless prejudices are per-
petuated, so a hazard could arise here.

It is time that Korean churches learn to see the treat-
ment of guest workers not only as a matter of human rights, 
but also they must recognize for themselves the importance 
of living and working together in a multi-ethnic, multicul-
tural, multi-faith society.

8. Outlook

On the one hand interreligious tensions worsen, and on 
the other hand interreligious dialogue and interfaith coop-
eration on the topic of life (preservation of unborn life) 
is strengthened. And also between the churches the ecu-
menical movement is strengthened. Likewise Christians 
together with other religious people oppose the “Four Riv-
ers Project” driven by the Lee government as it is harmful 
for the rivers.

In the last year more than two million cattle and pigs 
had to be slaughtered due to infections. Whatever the cause 
of this disease may be, this indicates that animals are not 
visualized in community with humans, but serve only to 
increase the yield of the anthropocentric market economy. 
As a preventative measure, members of various religions 
gathered for prayer on the occasion of the slaughter of ani-
mals, which one can definitely call an ecumenical move-
ment in the sense of a pro-life movement.

Since the Lee regime, the relationship between North 
and South has smoldered slowly due to the development 
of nuclear weapons in the North. The tense situation has 
been compounded by the shelling of Yeonpyeong by North 
Korea. Although there had already been larger and smaller 
military confrontations, the relationship has continued.

When in his 2002 State of the Union Address, US 
President Bush called North Korea the “axis of evil,” and 
when in June of that year an exchange of fire occurred at 
the sea border, and tensions went through the roof, the 
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South Korean churches nevertheless did not abandon 
humanitarian measures for the North. That spoke well for 
a mature attitude.

The humanitarian support of the North has promoted 
the unification movement of the Korean churches. The old 
Ecumenical saying, “doctrines divide; service unites” was 
again confirmed. An example of this is the support for the 
Theological Institute in Pyongyang. Originally the Western 
Methodists had begun work; then unbeknownst to them, 
the Committee on North-South Union of a Presbyterian 
organization also supported the Institute. When it became 
clear that support would be double, the two organizations 
came together to provide the support. One took over the 
financial post of “building,” the other took the “leadership” 
position.

The support of North Korea has changed the attitude 
of the conservative mainstream. A conservative denomina-
tion, the Presbyterians of the Congregation of Jesus, built a 
noodle factory in Pyongyang in 1998, and in 2002 a bread 
factory.

As a result of the skirmish in the West Sea and the issue 
of nuclear weapons, the relationship between North and 
South had bogged down, but the belief prevailed that advo-
cated the continuation of humanitarian aid. I would like to 
understand this as an example that illustrates how the view 
takes hold that “politico-military issues and humanitarian 
aid are two different things” in our society.

But the fundamental differences within the Korean 
churches continue to worsen between conservative and 
liberal, evangelical and ecumenical. When following a 
maneuver two school girls were struck and killed by an 
American armored vehicle, and candles were placed to 
their memory, the heightened demand was made for a 
reordering of the unequal relationship between Korean 
and American administrations. Then in 2003 a large 
“right-leaning” gathering was convened for the first time 
by the conservative mainstream, with the motto “against 
the atomic bomb, against Kim Jong-Il, free reunification, 
March 1, Town Hall Meeting.” Many conservative church 
leaders participated.

In front of the town hall, the cries “for America, 
against Communism, against the North” filled the air. The 
pastor of the largest Methodist community prayed: “Lord, 
is it better to die than to become a Communist.” And he 
continued: “The Communists believe that monkeys have 
developed through evolution to people, then somewhere 
in the world there must be monkeys that are becoming 
humans.” Here, acceptance of the theory of evolution was 
equated with communism, and branded as an understand-
ing that it “builds the altar to Satan.”

Following a speech full of subliminal hatred and igno-
rance, the listeners loudly exclaimed, “Lord!” (appeal to 
God) and “Amen!” At about the same time, a worship ser-
vice in the Somang Church, also a mega-church, was held 
with North Korean church representatives. When a North 
Korean representative began his speech, he was heckled 
loudly, and the sanctuary quickly went haywire.

Although the disturbance was quashed so that the 
meeting could be brought to an end, and criticized as 
improper treatment of a guest, this shows the great extent 
to which, for a long time in the Korean churches, pro-
American and anti-Communist thoughts dominated 
among Christians.

Since then some time has passed, but it is unlikely that 
under the Lee government the relationship between North 
and South will improve in the short term.

What the ecumenical movement did by inviting the 
churches in North Korea into the world community and 
by participating in ecumenical friendship of churches 
worldwide should not be underestimated. The churches 
in Germany also played a major role here. By inviting 
the North Korean church representatives to the Leipzig 
Church Congress they have created the opportunity for 
them to worship together with South Korean Christians, 
in order to promote reconciliation between the churches in 
South and North Korea.

The crisis of the Protestant churches in Korea becomes 
visible at various points. 

The growth has stopped, or rather: it is negative.
At the same time, the number of Roman Catholics has 

grown steadily.
According to the materials published in November, 

2009, by “the Protestant movement for the realization of 
ethics” (“investigation into the credibility of religious com-
munities in society”), in 2008, 48.3% of the population 
did not trust the Protestants at all; 33.3% somewhat; and 
only 18.4% very much. In 2009 it was 33.5% that found 
the evangelical churches inspired trust not at all, 47.4% 
somewhat, and 19.1% very much.

When asked about the reasons for their lack of confi-
dence, 32.2% first mention the discrepancy between what 
pastors and lay people say and then do; 10% speak of the 
type of mission activity, 9% note the poor treatment of 
other religions, 7.4% say the focus on church growth, 
7.4% cite organizational selfishness, and 5.4% mention the 
increase in religious power.

Ultimately, the crisis of the Protestant churches is 
a crisis of its leadership figures. Especially in the mega-
churches, the moral failings of the pastor caused a great 
loss of confidence. Given the fact that the population is 
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15.  Christian Mission in Korea and Its 
Perspectives: A Critical Reflection

Heung-Gyu Kim 

This article was contributed by Rev. Dr Heung Gyu Kim, 
Pastor from the Naeri Methodist Church and member of the 
International Committee of NCCK, to the German-Korean 
Churches Consultation, which took place in Wittenberg, 
March 2011 (see: http://www.ekd.de/international/dialog/
korea_wittenberg.html). The essay reflects the development 
of Protestant Christian mission in its 130-year-old history in 
South Korea and its relevance for the ecumenical movement, 
and it sheds light on the current crisis of Korean Christian mis-
sion and its potential to develop a more holistic and ecumeni-
cal approach in future. 

Study Questions

1.   What are key reasons both for the unprecedented growth 
rate of Christianity in South Korea in the midst of the 20th 
century and for the crisis of Protestant Christian mission 
work after the 1980 as seen in the essay?

2.   How do you see the statement on the article based on a 
2005 survey that Catholicism is viewed as the most trusted 
religion in Korea, and Protestantism as the religion least 
trusted?

3.   What are key elements of a new, more holistic and ecumeni-
cal concept of Christian mission in the Korean context as 
the author had described and as you would see them? 

I. Introductory Words

My lecture has two objectives.
First I would like to reflect on Christian missions 

in general in Korea (by that I mean in South Korea). By 
“Christian,” I mean in this context the Protestant Church, 
which reached the Korean peninsula in 1884 and has now 
a 127-year-old history. Because my time for this lecture is 
limited, I have to be content to present just the basic char-
acteristics of Christian missionary work in Korea. From 
there I want to try to highlight the fruits of Korean mis-
sionary work in connection with the WCC, especially in 
the light of ecumenism.

Second, I would like to venture a forecast of the future 
of Korean mission work in the hope that it will be more 
integral in the future.

shrinking, a great change in the Protestant landscape is 
expected.

The Marxist-inspired philosopher Ernst Bloch said 
“where there is hope, there religion is,” but in terms of the 
Korean churches the question is whether that is because 
“where religion is, there is also hope.”

Another factor that complicates the ecumenical move-
ment is the extremely different sizes of Korean churches. 
That is, some Korean congregations are among the ten 
largest in the world. There are fourteen churches that have 
more than 10,000 in worship. But 70% of Korean congre-
gations have fewer than 100 members and are poor. The 
situation in the countryside is even more serious.

The effect that these extreme differences among the 
churches have on ecumenism is great, as it is difficult even 
for ecumenism to effect change without money. Why the 
liberals are poor and the conservatives are rich, or whether 
they are liberal because they are poor, and conservative 
because they are rich, I don’t know. May it be as it is, the 
liberal ecumenical movement finds it difficult because it 
always lacks funds.

If one has no money, one is dependent on the rich 
churches; the churches that give much money, however, 
want to assert their position. The ecumenism of the Korean 
churches is at the crossroads between money on the one 
hand, and the direction and identity of ecumenism on the 
other hand. Ecumenism in Korea at the crossroads cannot 
just leave it to the rich churches to determine where the 
ecumenical movement should go and what kind of stimu-
lus they want to give the churches and society in Korea.

From the perspective of the NCCK, the ecumenical 
movement can only give hope to the population as a down-
to-earth (grass roots) movement, and extending out from 
there. By meeting neighbouring religions with clear and 
open attitude, by serving the poor and marginalized, by 
striving for economic justice, by fighting for the preserva-
tion of God’s creation and speaking up for unborn life, ecu-
menism in Korea along with “Christians on the ground” 
and the neighbouring religions can be a source of hope.
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Even this cautious look ahead, I will do so in the spirit 
of ecumenism. The aim of my presentation is to present 
the current situation of the Korean churches to our Ger-
man brothers.

II. Review: The Crisis of Korean Mission Work— 
From Fast Growth to Stagnation

It is well known that the Korean Protestant churches had 
seen a rapid growth. According to Professor Lee Won-Gyu, 
the church’s membership growth rate between 1960 and 
1970 was 412%. Between 1970 and 1980, it was 103%. 
The rapid growth is reflected in the fact that twenty of 
the fifty biggest congregations in the world are located in 
Korea.

In addition to the Full Gospel Church in Yoido, which 
is led by Pastor Cho Yonggi and is considered the world’s 
largest congregation, the Methodist community, as well 
as the world’s largest Presbyterian Church, are located in 
Korea. The Korean church is also passionately involved in 
mission work and, second to the United States, has sent the 
most missionaries abroad.

According to information from the “Korea World 
Mission Association,” fifty-eight denominations and 196 
mission organizations have sent total 20,840 missionaries 
into 169 countries, including the “unreached countries,” as 
of January 30, 2010.

Therefore there are many who claim that the gos-
pel, which had its beginnings in Jerusalem, arrived in 
Asia through the Roman Empire, Europe and the United 
States, and that Korea is the last country called to continue 
the world mission. A metaphor correlates mission work 
with time zones and says that the American Mission takes 
place at 14:00, the European at 21:00, but the Korean at 7 
o’clock in the morning.

It is certain that the rapid growth of the Korean 
churches within a very short time has its origin in the grace 
and providence of God. But to draw a socio-psychological 
analysis is also conclusive.

At the time of Japanese colonial rule in Korea, when 
the traditional folk religions of Confucianism and Bud-
dhism failed to unify the people and give them hope for 
the future, some pioneers naturally put their hope in the 
Christian message. That is why modernization sometimes 
is equated with Europeanization. Christianity has contrib-
uted significantly to Europeanization.

In addition, the distinctive spirituality of Koreans 
plays a crucial role in the rapid growth of the churches. 
Once Koreans had access to the gospel, they gathered for 
prayer and organized prayer meetings, such as the morning 
and evening prayer, and healing and sanctification events. 

And like wildfire, church spread across the country in a 
short time. A proactive mission movement for the spread 
of the gospel and a thorough training of the disciples stood 
behind the growth of the Korean church. In addition, the 
role of the church at the time of the military dictatorship 
in the 1970s cannot be ignored. 

Professor Lee Won-Gyu argues that:

“The people who were politically insecure under the 
military dictatorship and were afraid found solace in 
their hearts through religion (church), which offered 
peace. Religion (church) could grow because it prom-
ised material blessings to people in absolute material 
distress, or to people who were underprivileged, and it 
thus gave them hope. Religion (church) offered people 
who felt a sense of alienation in the course of rapid 
industrialization and urbanization a sense of belonging 
and solidarity. So church could grow.”

So in the course of Korean history, the church took dif-
ferent positive roles, in that it introduced the achievements 
of European culture, such as human rights or democracy, 
and a can-do way of thinking, such as the prosperity Gos-
pel, and encouraged good social interaction. Thus the 
church in Korea emerged, and today Christians are a quar-
ter of the Korean population, and one could almost say, 
though incorrectly, that Protestantism is the Korean state 
religion.

The rapid boom of the Korean church, however, shows 
a rather stagnant tendency after 1980. For example, the 
growth rate from 1985 to 1995 fell to 35%, and between 
1995 and 2005, it recorded even a negative growth of 
1.6%. What could be the causes?

First, we should consider the social factors. In general 
people tend to adhere to religion in poverty and hardship, 
and in prosperity and in comfortable circumstances, they 
tend to refrain from religion. When Korean democracy was 
able to gain a foothold starting in the 1990s, there was a 
sharp recovery in the Korean economy. This resulted in the 
development of both the economic standard and the social 
welfare system, and the leisure industry grew in a breath-
taking way. Living conditions improved, and people began 
to invest more time and money in their spare time. And 
without any external pressure, church life slipped into the 
background. That the church declines in number wherever 
there is a politically stable and economically prosperous 
society, and wherever the status of women is recognized 
and women’s rights as well as the social welfare systems are 
secured, is also reflected in the history of Europe and the 
United States.

But this kind of analysis, which takes social and eco-
nomic factors into consideration, can provide us with no 
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valid reason. Because then the number of Roman Catholics 
or Buddhists also would have declined in same time period. 
However, this was not the case.

Amazingly the number of Roman Catholics rose by 
74% during the period from 1995 to 2005, and the num-
ber of Buddhists rose by 4%. The reason for the declining 
number of only the Protestant Christians must be sought 
elsewhere.

A 2005 survey revealed that Catholicism is viewed as 
the most trusted religion in Korea, and Protestantism as the 
religion least trusted. Especially among the non-religious 
population, sympathy for the Protestant churches was 
lowest. Seen in this way, it is not the fact of the decline 
in membership, but the people’s loss of confidence that 
should raise concern for the Korean Church.

Professor Lee Beom Sung pointed out four issues in the 
Korean Protestant church:

First, the churches do not represent a unit, but are 
fragmented into many parts. Although the whole world as 
the body of Christ spans time and space and is an organic 
whole, Korean churches appear as profit-oriented interest 
groups that are only perceived to attract more members of 
the community for their own community experience.

Augustine once likened the fragmentation of the 
Church to “the fragmentation of the robe of Christ, woven 
in one piece.” It is extremely worrisome when there are 
arguments and rifts only for the sake of the growth of the 
congregation, with no mention of the teachings or the 
truths of the faith.

The second problem is the dualistic mindset of the 
separation of church and world that isolates the church 
from society. The church considers the world not as the 
“oikoumene of the Lord,” with which one deals responsibly, 
but only as a sin-ridden opponent that must be saved.

Thirdly, materialism has infiltrated the church. The 
church, which actually should fight against mammon, 
emphasizes material blessings and has also succumbed to 
the idea that everything is possible with money.

Fourth, the Korean churches are in opposition to 
other religions.

In a religiously pluralistic society like Korea, certain 
conservative Protestant groups operate a monological, 
exclusive mission. There are in fact always cases of funda-
mentalist Christians entering Buddhist temples to impose 
their faith on monks and Buddhists there, thus giving rise 
to general criticism. They do not understand that we Chris-
tians should fight against that which threatens God, truth, 
and life, and not against non-Christians or people of a dif-
ferent religion.

As Professor Lee Beom Sung has aptly criticized, there 
is in most, if not all Korean churches, an egoism centred on 
the individual congregation, an orientation toward mate-
rial growth, aggressive practices in mission work, and an 
exclusionary attitude toward other religions. One could 
summarize all of these issues under the heading of “lack of 
ecumenical spirit.”

In other words, they had forgotten the notion that 
all churches are “indeed made by different doctrines but 
reunited by service” (doctrine divides, service unites). We 
have neglected the great concern of the Lord, “that they 
may all be one,” and we have forgotten to “become a holy 
one” (una sancta) above the differences of all denomina-
tions and religions. 

The church should not only gather as a community, 
but it should also be able to cast itself into the world, so 
that we meet the obligation and responsibility to transform 
the world into God’s Kingdom, in freedom, peace, justice 
and love.

III. Outlook: On the Way to a More Inclusive Mission

Like any other church in the world, the Korean church has 
both positive and negative aspects. I would like to focus 
now on the future of the Korean church. If the Korean 
churches have sacred, spiritual, or congregational defects, 
this is to point them out, so that they can deal with them. 
And then, the church might have a bright future. So which 
path should the Korean church take so that the mission 
work of the Korean churches goes in the right direction?

To do this, first I quote the words of Herbert George 
Welch, who at the birth of the Protestant Methodist 
Assembly in Chosun on March 2, 1930, brought about the 
Union of the Methodist community which had been split 
into North and South. Welch explained the nature of the 
newly-born Korean Methodist Church as follows:

First of all, you should be a “truly Christian Church;” 
second, a “truly Methodist Church;” third, a “truly Korean 
church.” If these words about denominations were also 
applied to the entire Korean church, they still have validity 
today.

First, the Korean church must be a “truly Christian 
Church” that is committed to the truth of Jesus Christ and 
the Bible. Then the Korean church must strive for “unity in 
diversity” and beyond that try to preserve the peculiarities 
of the Protestant Church as well its Presbyterian, Method-
ist, Baptist individuality.

All of these processes should happen in the spirit of 
ecumenism, seeking dialogue, reconciliation, unity and 
cooperation, discarding egocentric denominationalism. 
Furthermore, the Korean church should be a local church 
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that is based on the cultural ground of Korea. It should also 
be in on political and economic processes in the country 
and actively participate in shaping the social reality. This 
local involvement or contextual conduct does not mean, 
of course, to indulge in a national sense of superiority or 
to force Korean values on other nations. Such an exclusive 
nationalism is not intended.

We should remember that each one’s own contribu-
tion is a part of the whole, and try to be an open church 
that preserves “Korean character,” and at the same time be 
involved in the “movement for unity of all the churches.”

In the path of the Korean churches in this direction, 
there are issues in need of improvement that I would like 
to divide roughly into three points.

First, we have to be absolutely free of denomination-
alism, parochial fixation, and egocentrism. Today fewer 
non-Christians enter through the Korean church to the 
Christian faith. It is rather a horizontal migration of Chris-
tians from one church to the next. It is as if you would put 
the money from your right pocket into the left one, and 
it represents no progress for the expansion of God’s King-
dom. This competition and growth orientation may have 
the result that the Christians’ social responsibility remains 
on track, and each one is aimed only at the growth of the 
church or of “saving souls.” The movement toward unity 
and cooperation among the churches are an effective means 
for correcting the existing error.

Second, dialogue and cooperation among different 
religions are essential in a religiously pluralistic society such 
as Korea. Not long ago a few pastors entered a Buddhist 
temple in central Seoul and caused turmoil. Over a mega-
phone they yelled, “Does Buddha send the rain? It is God 
who gives us food,” and they publicly vilified Buddhism. 
Regrettably, a great number of Christians still show such 
a confrontational and aggressive attitude in mission work. 
The Korean churches should seriously consider how they 
can foster dialogue, coexistence, unity, and cooperation 
with other religions without distorting their beliefs and 
denying their own tradition. In matters of social justice, 
preservation of peace and the environment, for example, 
one could readily join in the work.

Thirdly, the church should participate actively to 
promote peaceful coexistence, dialogue and cooperation 
between North and South Korea. Last year in March, forty-
six South Korean soldiers lost their lives in a North Korean 
Army assault on a South Korean frigate Cheonan. What 
is more, the South Korean island of Yeonpyeongdo was 
bombed in November of last year. This air raid killed two 
soldiers and two civilians, and there were many injured. 
Most of the inhabitants of Yeonpyeongdo had to leave their 
beloved island and be evacuated. This incident intensified 

the tension between the two countries, and both sides 
threatened military action. In times like these, the Korean 
church should resume a mediating role and engage actively 
in peace. It is also time for the Korean church to stand up 
more boldly and more determined for human rights and 
democracy in North Korea.

IV. Final Words: Hope for the Resurgence  
of the Ecumenical Movement

Finally, I would like to stress the centre of Ecclesiology—
fidelity to Jesus Christ and Scripture-by which alone 
the Korean churches can become healthy. Thus, I hope, 
the ecumenical spirit will catch fire again on the Korean 
peninsula.

The Council of Constantinople held in the year 381 
has this famous summary of the self-conception of the 
Church: “We believe in one holy, catholic, and Apostolic 
Church.”

As the marks of the true Church tell, so the church in 
Korea must seek to be “one church” (ecclesia una). We must 
overcome the differences in the individual bodies in Jesus 
Christ, to represent a unified community.

Second, we must become one holy church (ecclesia 
sancta).

What makes a church holy is not the people or the 
system, but the fact that the pearl is Christ in us. We must 
not forget that the “visible church” of history, including the 
Korean churches, represent only shadows and incomplete 
images of the inner, spiritual, and full “invisible church.” 
Therefore no church in the world can be holy by itself, no 
matter how many members it has or how great it looks. 
One is holy only in connection with Jesus Christ, who is 
the source of true holiness. As Martin Luther put it, we are 
all “at the same time righteous and a sinner, a sinner and 
righteous” (simul iustus et peccator). Because we humans are 
conflicted and contradictory, we must constantly renew 
ourselves and orient ourselves on the invisible, true and 
heavenly church.

For this reason, the Korean church must write on 
its heart the Reformation principle: “A reformed church 
must be reformed continually” (ecclesia reformata semper 
reformanda).

Thirdly the Korean church must become a universal 
(ecclesia catholica) church (all-encompassing). The meaning 
of the term “universal,” “penetrating the whole” (through-
out the whole), indicates that our church must get beyond 
all barriers of gender, age, social status, ethnicity, national-
ity, culture, etc., in order to become an all-encompassing 
church.
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Fourthly, the Korean Church must become the apos-
tolic church, which dates back to the original, apostolic 
authority. According to the Synoptic Gospels, the Apostles 
received their original power to preach and to spread the 
Gospel from Jesus Christ. Our church also must follow this 
apostolic authority. The church should, however, not abuse 
this apostolic claim to legitimize “dogmatic” or “hierarchi-
cal” forms of administration. An apostolic church should 
also always be ecclesia diakonia, that is a “serving church,” 
that acts in the spirit of charity. In addition, those who 
take on a task in the congregation should have equal rights. 
Work should have a character of service, not a domineer-
ing character. If one looks at the Nicene Creed, the Korean 
churches, and also other churches in the world, have two 
common enemies which they are fighting.

One of them is “institutionalism.” The church is thus 
fossilized into an institution and formalized. In the process, 
it will lose its inner dynamics and mostly continue devel-
oping toward “clericalism.” Then, also “individualism” is 
to be battled. The idea that the church exists only for the 
salvation of the individual needs to be combated, along 
with the view that the life of a Christian is a hobby or a 
kind of passion. To correct both errors, the church must be 
at the same time a community of justification and also of 
sanctification. Justification indicates that God alone makes 
the church holy and justified, and that neither the church 
nor its members can achieve this of their own power or 

perfection, so that they are dependent on God’s forgiveness 
and justice. Sanctification, however, means the calling of 
the church in history to participate through repentance in 
an active and responsible manner in the work of God. That 
is why the church should always be humble and grateful, 
but also determined and full of confidence. Along these 
lines, the Korean churches along with all sister churches 
worldwide, should strive for “the saving of souls” (evange-
lism) and at the same time “the realization of the shalom” 
(humanity). In other words, the goal is to change the indi-
vidual through the Gospel of Jesus Christ, as well as to 
change unjust social structures.

We must not lose sight of the church’s responsibility 
for the world, and we must continue to pay attention to 
justice, peace and conservation of creation.

The emphasis on the social responsibility of the 
churches should not, however, cause the passion for the 
spreading of the Gospel to flatten. That is, it should not 
be in the name of the missio dei and the missio hominum 
that the missio ecclesiae is ignored, completely weakening 
the internal and external development of the church.

Ultimately, both Korean and German churches, in the 
spirit of ecumenism, must stand at the front of the move-
ment that brings to humanity—which is under threat of 
war and terrorism, interreligious conflicts, and destruction 
of the environment—reconciliation, unity, healing, peace, 
and care.
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18. God’s Call to Unity and Our Commitment

This new unity statement of WCC was endorsed as a draft 
by the WCC Executive Committee in March 2013 and will 
be presented to WCC assembly in Busan for debate, further 
enrichment and approval (included in the Busan assembly 
programme book). It unfolds a current understanding of major 
needs and dimensions for Christian unity in the context of the 
core conviction that it is the will of God that the whole cre-
ation, reconciled in the love of Christ through the transforming 
power of the Holy Spirit, should live together in unity and 
peace (Eph.1).

Study Questions

1.   What is changed in the understanding of Christianity if 
put into the context of God’s love and salvific intentions for 
the whole earth?

2.   What is the basis and theological significance of the state-
ment that ‘divisions and marginalization on the basis of 
ethnicity, race, gender, disability, power, status, and caste 
obscure the Church’s witness to unity‘?

3.   What is the basis and what are the consequences of the 
statement that ‘The unity of the Church, the unity of the 
human community and the unity of the whole creation 
belong together. They are inseparable.‘?

1. Creation is a gift from the living God. We celebrate 
creation’s life in its diversity and give thanks for its good-
ness (Gen. 1). It is the will of God that the whole creation, 
reconciled in the love of Christ through the transforming 
power of the Holy Spirit, should live together in unity and 
peace (Eph.1).

Our Experience

2. Today, the whole creation, the world and its people, 
live in the tension between the profoundest hope and the 
deepest despair. We give thanks for the diversity of human 
cultures, for the wonder of knowledge and discovery, for 
communities being rebuilt and enemies reconciled, for 
people being healed and populations fed. We rejoice when 
people of different faiths work together for justice and 
peace. These are signs of hope and new beginnings. But 
we grieve that there are also places where God’s children 
cry out. Social and economic injustice, poverty and fam-
ine, greed and war ravage our world. There is violence and 

terrorism and the threat of war, particularly nuclear war. 
Many suffer from HIV and AIDS and other epidemics; 
peoples are displaced and their lands dispossessed. Many 
women are victims of violence, inequality and traffick-
ing. Some men also suffer abuse. There are those who are 
marginalized and excluded. We are all in danger of being 
alienated from our cultures and disconnected from earth. 
Creation has been misused and we face threats to the bal-
ance of life, a growing ecological crisis and the effects of 
climate change. These are signs of our disordered relations 
with God, with one another and with creation, and they 
dishonour God’s gift of life.

3. Within churches we experience a similar tension 
between celebration and sorrow. There are signs of vibrant 
life and creative energy in the growth of Christian commu-
nities around the world with a new, unprecedented diver-
sity. There is a deepening sense among some churches of 
needing one another and of being called by Christ to be 
in unity. In places where churches experience anguish and 
constant fear of persecution, solidarity between Christians 
from different traditions in the service of justice and peace 
is a sign of God’s grace. The ecumenical movement has 
encouraged new friendships forming a seed bed in which 
unity can grow. There are places where Christians work 
and witness together in their local communities and new 
regional agreements of covenanting and closer fellowship. 
Increasingly, we recognize that we are called to share with, 
and learn from, those of other faiths, to work with them in 
common efforts for justice and peace and for the preser-
vation of the integrity of God’s beautiful but hurting cre-
ation. These deepening relationships bring new challenges 
and enlarge our understanding. 

4. But we grieve that there are also painful experiences of 
situations where diversity has turned into division and we 
do not always recognize the face of Christ in each other. We 
cannot all gather together around the Table in Eucharistic 
communion. Divisive issues remain and new issues bring 
sharp challenges which create new divisions within and 
between churches. Too easily we withdraw into our own 
traditions and communities, without being challenged and 
enriched by the gifts others hold out to us. For some, the 
creative new life of faith seems not to embrace a passion for 
unity or a longing for fellowship with others. This makes us 
more ready to tolerate injustice and even conflicts between 
and within the churches. We are held back as some grow 
weary and disappointed on the ecumenical path.

5. As those with human failings, we do not always honour 
the God who is the source of our life. Whenever we abuse 
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life through our practices of exclusion and marginalization, 
our refusal to pursue justice, our unwillingness to live in 
peace, our failure to seek unity, and our exploitation of cre-
ation, we reject the gifts God holds out to us. 

Our Shared Scriptural Vision

6. As we read the Scriptures together our eyes are opened to 
the place of the community of God’s people, the Church, 
within creation. Men and women are created in the image 
and likeness of God and given the responsibility to care 
for life (Gen. 1:27-28). The covenant with Israel marked a 
decisive moment in the unfolding of God’s plan of salva-
tion. The prophets called God’s covenanted people to work 
for justice and peace, to care for the poor, the outcast, and 
the marginalized, and to be a light to the nations (Micah 
6:8; Isaiah 49:6). 

7.God sent Jesus Christ who through his ministry and 
through his death on the cross destroyed the walls of separa-
tion and hostility, established a new covenant, and brought 
about genuine unity and reconciliation in his own Body 
(Eph. 1.9-10 and 2:14-16). Jesus announced the coming 
Kingdom of God, had compassion on the crowds, healed 
the sick and preached good news to the poor (Math. 9:35-
36; Luke 4:14-24). By his life, death and resurrection, and 
through the power of the Holy Spirit, Jesus revealed the 
communion of the life of God the Holy Trinity, and opened 
to all a new way of living in communion with one another 
in the love of God (1 John 1.1-3). Jesus prayed for the 
unity of his disciples for the sake of the world (John 17:20-
24). He entrusted his message and his ministry of unity 
and reconciliation to his disciples and through them to the 
Church, which is called to continue his mission (2 Cor. 5: 
18-20). From the beginning the community of believers 
lived together, were devoted to the apostolic teaching and 
fellowship, breaking bread and praying together, caring for 
the poor, proclaiming the good news and yet struggling 
with factions and divisions (Acts 2:42; Acts 15). 

8. The Church, as the Body of Christ, embodies Jesus’ 
uniting, reconciling and self-sacrificial love to the world on 
the cross. At the heart of God’s own life of communion is 
forever a cross and forever resurrection – a reality which is 
revealed to us and through us. We pray and wait with eager 
longing for God to renew the whole creation (Rom. 8:19-
21). God is always there ahead of us, always surprising us, 
forgiving our failures and offering us the gift of new life. 

God’s Call to Unity Today

9. On our ecumenical journey we have come to understand 
more about God’s call to the Church to serve the unity of 
all creation. The vocation of the Church is to be: foretaste 
of new creation; prophetic sign to the whole world of the 
life God intends for all; and servant spreading the good 
news of God’s Kingdom of justice, peace and love. 

10. As foretaste God gives to the Church gracious gifts: a 
faith grounded in Holy Scripture; baptism in which we are 
in Christ through the power of the Holy Spirit, and made 
a new creation; the Eucharist, the fullest expression of com-
munion with God and with one another, which builds up 
the fellowship and from which we are sent out in mission; 
an apostolic ministry to draw out and nurture the gifts 
of all the faithful and to lead the mission of the Church. 
Synodical and conciliar gatherings too are gifts enabling 
the fellowship, under the Spirit’s guidance, to discern con-
sensus, to teach together and to live sacrificially, serving 
one another’s needs and the world’s needs. The unity of the 
Church is not uniformity; diversity is also a gift, creative 
and life-giving. But diversity cannot be so great that those 
in Christ become strangers and enemies to one another, 
thus damaging the uniting reality of life in Christ.1

 
11. As prophetic sign the Church’s vocation is to show forth 
the life God wills for the whole creation. We are hardly a 
credible sign as long as our ecclesial divisions, which spring 
from fundamental disagreements in faith, remain. Divi-
sions and marginalization on the basis of, for example, 
ethnicity, race, gender, disability, power, status, and caste 
also obscure the Church’s witness to unity. To be a credible 
sign our life together must reflect the qualities of patience, 
humility, generosity, attentive listening to one another, 
mutual accountability, inclusivity, and a willingness to stay 
together, not saying ‘I have no need of you’ (1 Cor. 12:21). 
We are called to be a community upholding justice in its 
own life, living together in peace, never settling for the easy 
peace that silences protest and pain, but struggling for the 
true peace that comes with justice. Only as Christians are 
reconciled and renewed by God’s Spirit will the Church 
bear authentic witness to the possibility of reconciled life 
for all people, for all creation. It is often in its weakness and 
poverty, suffering as Christ suffers, that the Church is truly 
sign and mystery of God’s grace.2 

1. We pray that as our churches respond to the Faith and Order 
document, The Church: Towards a Common Vision (www.
oikoumene.org) we may be helped to understand more of the 
visible unity that God calls us to live in and for the world. 
2. We gratefully acknowledge the many programmes of the WCC 
that have helped us to understand what it means to be a faithful 
community where divisions of ethnicity, race, gender, power and 
status are being confronted and overcome.
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12. As servant the Church is called to make present 
God’s holy and life affirming plan for the world revealed in 
Jesus Christ. By its very nature the Church is missionary, 
called and sent to witness to the gift of communion that 
God intends for all humanity and for all creation in the 
Kingdom of God. In its work of service, evangelism and 
mission done in Christ’s way, the Church participates in 
offering God’s life to the world.3 In the power of the Spirit, 
the Church is to proclaim the good news in ways that 
awaken a response in different contexts, languages and cul-
tures, to pursue God’s justice, and to work for God’s peace. 
Christians live in the presence of peoples of other faiths, 
and are called to make common cause, wherever possible, 
for the well-being of all peoples and creation. 

13. The unity of the Church, the unity of the human com-
munity and the unity of the whole creation belong together. 
They are inseparable. The unity of the Church requires a life 
of justice and peace that impels us to work together for justice 
and peace in God’s world.

Our Commitment

14. We affirm the place of the Church in God’s design and 
repent of the divisions among and within our churches, 
confessing with sorrow that our disunity undermines our 
witness to the good news of Jesus Christ and makes less 
credible our witness to that unity God desires for all. We 
confess our failures to do justice, to work for peace, and to 
sustain creation. Despite our failings, God is faithful and 
forgiving and continues to call us to unity. Having faith 
in God’s creating and re-creating power, we long for the 
Church to be foretaste, credible sign and effective servant 
of the new life that God is offering to the world. It is in 
God, who beckons us to life in all its fullness that joy, hope, 
and a passion for unity are renewed.

15. And so we urge one another to remain committed to 
“the primary purpose of the fellowship of churches … to 
call one another to visible unity in one faith and in one 
Eucharistic fellowship, expressed in worship and common 
life in Christ, through witness and service to the world and 

3. We are thankful for all we have learned through the Decade 
to Overcome Violence about just peace in God’s way focused 
in ‘An Ecumenical Call to Just Peace’ from the Jamaica Peace 
Convocation; and all we have learned about mission in God’s 
way, encapsulated in the Commission on World Mission and 
Evangelism document, Together Towards Life: Mission and 
Evangelism in Changing Landscapes, cf. www.oikoumene.org.

to advance towards that unity in order that the world may 
believe.”4 
16. In faithfulness to this our common calling, we will seek 
together the full visible unity of the One, Holy, Catho-
lic and Apostolic Church when we shall express our unity 
around the one Table of the Lord. In pursuing the unity 
of the Church we will open ourselves to receive the gifts 
of other traditions, and offer our gifts to them. We will 
continue theological conversations, giving attention to new 
voices and different methods of approach. We will intensify 
our work for justice, peace and the healing of creation, and 
address together the complex challenges of contemporary 
social, economic and moral issues. We will work for more 
just, participatory and inclusive ways of living together. We 
will make common cause for the well-being of humanity 
and creation with those of other faith communities. Above 
all, we will pray without ceasing for the unity for which 
Christ prayed (John 17): a unity of faith, love and compas-
sion that Jesus Christ brought through his ministry; a unity 
like the unity Jesus shared with the Father; a unity enfolded 
in the communion of the life and love of the Triune God. 
Here we receive the mandate for the Church’s vocation for 
unity in mission and service.

17. We turn to God, on whom we depend and we pray:

O God of life,
lead us to justice and peace, 
that suffering people may discover hope,
 the scarred world finds healing,
and divided churches become visibly one,
through the one who prayed for us,
and in whom we are one body,
your Son, Jesus Christ, 
who with you and the Holy Spirit, 
is worthy to be praised, one God,
now and forever. Amen 

4. The Constitution and Rules of the World Council of Churches 
as amended by the 9th Assembly, Porto Alegre, Brazil, 2006; 
III: Purposes and Functions, cf. www.oikoumene.org. We 
remember the words of the First WCC Assembly in 1948, “Here 
at Amsterdam we have . . . covenanted with one another in 
constituting this World Council of Churches. We intend to stay 
together.” 
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differences aside in such a way as to allow the other to 
exist without interference. Their ideologies and their mis-
sionary agendas appear to be diametrically opposed to one 
another because both of them deal in what they believe to 
be ultimate claims of truth.2

One might wonder, too, whether something similar 
might not be said when comparing Pentecostal mission 
programmes with the programmes of those that advocate 
the cause of Christian unity. I mean by this that the ideo-
logical and pragmatic issues over which Pentecostal Chris-
tians and Ecumenical Christians think they disagree, 
issues that lead to unhealthy competition for domination 
within the Christian community or more broadly within 
the world, seem to be equally intransigent. While it is 
widely stated that the modern Ecumenical Movement as 
embodied in the World Council of Churches came into 
being at least partially as a result of the 1910 World Mis-
sionary Conference in Edinburgh,3 thereby linking the 
concepts of mission and unity in a tangible initiative, the 
move toward Christian unity has also held some important 
implications for the subject of World Mission that have 
not always been viewed positively either by Evangelicals 
or by Pentecostals.

Three decades ago, the veteran evangelical mission-
ary, Harvey Hoekstra, lamented what he called the demise 
of evangelism. It began, he argued, when the International 
Missionary Conference was swallowed up by the World 
Council of Churches in 1961. In his study, Hoekstra 
examined a range of independent and semi-independent 
mission agencies that had flourished within denomina-
tions that belonged to the World Council of Churches 
prior to the incorporation of the International Mission-
ary Council into the World Council of Churches. Once 
this merger had been accomplished, Hoekstra asserted, 
these independent and semi-independent mission agen-
cies were subjected to a steady domestication and regular-
ization by the various “denominational boards of foreign 
and world missions” of the churches that held membership 
2. Asonzeh F.-K. Ukah, “Nigerian Pentecostals and Their 
Relations with Islam and Muslims,” in David Westerlund, ed., 
Global Pentecostalism: Encounters with Other Religious Traditions 
(New York, NY: I. B. Tauris, 2009), 94 writes, “Both religions 
share a commonality that may be worrying in its implications for 
the socio-political order: their self-representation as the only true 
faith—with an inevitable intolerance of any other faith.”
3. See, for instance, Lesslie Newbigin, Is Christ Divided? A Plea for 
Christian Unity in a Revolutionary Age (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1961), 22. For an important discussion 
on the matter that acknowledges that this position is a common 
one for good reason, but which points to many ecumenical 
initiatives that had taken place as early as the 18th Century, see 
Brian Stanley, The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh, 1910 
(Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
2009), 7-12.

21. Christian Unity and Pentecostal Mission
Cecil Robeck

Cecil M. Robeck, Jr. is a senior professor of Church History 
and Ecumenism and director of the David J. DuPlessis Cen-
tre for Christian Spirituality at Fuller Theological Seminary, 
Pasadena, and member of the Joint Consultative Group 
between Pentecostals and the WCC. His lecture on Christian 
Unity and Pentecostal Mission was delivered at the meeting of 
the European Pentecostal-Charismatic Research Association, 
Oxford, England, August 14, 2009. It examines the relation-
ship between the Global Pentecostal Movement and the Global 
Ecumenical Movement, in trying to overcome caricatures 
which both sides have made of each other. 

Study Questions

1.   What are similarities and what are differences between the 
Pentecostal Movement and the Ecumenical Movement as 
viewed by the author?

2.   How does the author view the historical and current rela-
tionship and common theological potential between the 
Pentecostal Movement and the Ecumenical Movement?

3.   What are shortcomings of the traditional Pentecostal inter-
pretation of John 17, 21 according to the author?

In his provocative book, The Clash of Civilizations, Sam-
uel P. Huntington observed the apparent competition 
that best describes the relationship between Christian-
ity and Islam over the past century. He pointed to the 
fact that Christianity and Islam are both “proselytizing 
religions.”1 These faith traditions are the two largest global 
religions, and drawing upon the 1982 work of David Bar-
rett, he predicted that Islam would take precedence and 
become the dominant world religion as early as 2010.

Whether or not one accepts Huntington’s theory of 
the inevitability of clashing cultures, in this case religious 
cultures, it is difficult to imagine a future in which large 
numbers of Muslims and Pentecostals will ever be close 
friends, that is, it is difficult to imagine a time when 
they would be either willing or able to set their theological 

1. Samuel P. Huntington, The Clash of Civilizations: Remaking 
of World Order (New York, NY: Touchstone, 1996), 64-66. 
Huntington has drawn his statistics from David B. Barrett, ed., 
World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Study of Churches 
and Religions in the Modern World AD 1900-2000 Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 1982.
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in the World Council of Churches. From Hoekstra’s per-
spective, the influence of the World Council of Churches 
on its member churches tamed the missionary enterprise 
in two ways. First, it substituted the concern for social jus-
tice in place of evangelization.4 Second, it tended to reduce 
funding for evangelistic work on the mission field, in 
favor of padding budgets for the personal ambitions of 
denominational mission bureaucrats interested in their 
own upward mobility.5

While the work of Huntington has come under fire 
in some quarters as being far too pessimistic, the charges 
he has raised regarding Christian-Muslim relationships 
would seem to hold grave implications for the entrepre-
neurial nature of Pentecostal missions throughout the 
Middle East and other regions of the world where Islam 
is the majority religion.6 Similarly, if the broader Pen-
tecostal programmes of mission and evangelization are 
placed alongside the much more tidy discussions related 
to mission and the unity of the Church conducted by the 
World Council of Churches, Hoekstra’s concerns might 
also call for a level of scrutiny.7 Even so, their concerns 
should be examined by Pentecostals to see whether, or in 
what ways, they might be considered valid.

I do not see the need to break social concerns apart 
from verbal forms of proclamation when it comes to evan-
gelization and mission. For a century, Pentecostalism has 

4. In 1965, the Executive Presbytery of the Assemblies of God 
drafted its position on the Ecumenical Movement. This position, 
only slightly modified, was subsequently passed by the General 
Council of the Assemblies of God in 1969. It stated, in part, that 
the Assemblies of God disapproved of “ministers or churches 
participating in any of the modern ecumenical organizations…
in such a manner as to promote the Ecumenical Movement” 
because it believed “the emphases of the Ecumenical Movement 
to be at variance with what we hold to be biblical priorities, 
frequently displacing the urgency of individual salvation with 
social concerns.” See the, “Bylaws of the General Council of the 
Assemblies of God, Article IX.B, List of Doctrines and Practices 
Disapproved, Section 11 The Ecumenical Movement,” Minutes 
of the 50th Session of The General Council of the Assemblies of 
God, with Revised Constitution and Bylaws 50th General Council, 
Washington, D.C. July 31-August 3, 2003 (Springfield, MO: 
General Secretary’s Office, 2003), 131-132.
5. Harvey T. Hoekstra, The World Council of Churches and the 
Demise of Evangelism (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 1979), 
198-199.
6. As just one example, the May 1992 issue of Mountain Movers, 
the foreign missions magazine of the Assemblies of God at that 
time, gave its entire attention to the theme “Reaching the World 
of Islam.”
7. See, for example, The Nature and Mission of the Church, Faith 
and Order Paper 198 (Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of 
Churches, 2005), pp. 34-42. In all fairness, it is important to read 
alongside Hoekstra’s book, the critical review written by Robbins 
Strong, “The World Council of Churches and the Demise of 
Evangelism,” International Rev. of Mission, 70 (1981), 79-81.

understood itself as a missionary and evangelistic move-
ment standing within the revivalist tradition.8 While the 
movement has always been strongly committed to the 
proclamation of the Gospel in a verbal form, its role 
in social concern has not yet been adequately studied 
or recognized.9 At the same time, while the World Coun-
8. Allan Anderson, Spreading Fires: The Missionary Nature of Early 
Pentecostalism (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2007), 5 writes 
that “… the present proliferation of Pentecostalism and indeed its 
inherent character result from the fact that this is fundamentally a 
missionary movement of the Spirit from the start.”
9. David Bundy, “Social Ethics in the Church of the Poor: 
The Cases of T. B. Barratt and Lewi Pethrus,” Journal of the 
European Pentecostal Theological Association 22 (2002), 30-44; 
Rudiger V. Busto, “‘In the Outer Boundaries’: Pentecostalism, 
Politics, and Reies López Tijerina’s Civic Activism,” in Gastón 
Espinosa, Virgilío Elizondo, and Jesse Miranda, eds., Latino 
Religions and Civic Activism in the United States (Oxford, England: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 65-75; Anthea Butler, “Facets of 
Pentecostal Spirituality and Justice,” in Huibert van Beek, ed., 
Consultation with Pentecostals in the Americas: San Jose, Costa Rica 
4-8 June 1996 (Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 
no date), 28-44; Bernardo L. Campos M., “In the Power of the 
Spirit: Pentecostalism, Theology and Social Ethics,” in Benjamin 
F. Gutierrez and Dennis A. Smith, eds., In the Power of the Spirit: 
The Pentecostal Challenge to Historic Churches in Latin America 
(Mexico City: AIPRAL/Guatemala City: CELEP / Louisville, KY: 
Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), Worldwide Ministries Division, 
1996), 41-50; Bernardo Campos Morante, “After Azusa Street: 
Identity and Function of Pentecostalisms in the Processes of Social 
Change,” in Harold D. Hunter and Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., eds., 
The Azusa Street Revival and Its Legacy (Cleveland, TN: Pathway 
Press, 2006), 317-334; Augustus Cerillo, Jr., “Pentecostals and 
the City,” in Murray A. Dempster, Byron D. Klaus, and Douglas 
Petersen, eds., Called and Empowered: Global Mission in Pentecostal 
Perspective (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, Inc., 1991), 
98-119; Murray W. Dempster, “Pentecostal Social Concern and 
the Biblical Mandate of Social Justice,” Pneuma: The Journal of 
the Society for Pentecostal Studies 9 (1987), 129-153; Murray 
W. Dempster, “Evangelism, Social Concern, and the Kingdom 
of God,” in Murray W. Dempster, Byron D. Klaus and Douglas 
Petersen, eds. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1991), 
22-43; Murray W. Dempster, “Social Concern in the Context 
of Jesus’ Kingdom Mission and Ministry,” Transformation: An 
International Dialogue on Mission and Ethics 16 (April/June 1999), 
43-53; Veli-Matti Kärkkäinen, “Are Pentecostals Oblivious of 
Social Justice? Theological and Ecumenical Perspectives,” in 
Christoph Dahling-Sander, Kai M. Fundschmidt, und Vera 
Mielke, eds., Pfingstkirchen und Ökumene In Bewegung, a special 
issue of Beiheft zur Ökumenischen Rundschau No. 71 (Frankfurt 
am Main: Otto-Lembeck Verlag, 2001), 50-65; Donald E. 
Miller, “Pentecostalism and Social Transformation,” in Harold 
D. Hunter and Cecil M. Robeck, Jr. (eds.), The Azusa Street 
Revival and Its Legacy (Cleveland, TN: Pathway Press, 2006), 
335-348; Donald E. Miller and Tetsunao Yamamori Global 
Pentecostalism: The New Face of Christian Social Engagement 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2007), 261 pp.; 
Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “The Social Concern of Early American 
Pentecostalism,” Jan A.B. Jongeneel, ed., Pentecost, Mission, and 
Ecumenism: Essays on Intercultural Theology: Festschrift in Honour 
of Professor Walter J. Hollenweger, (SIHC75) (Frankfurt am Main: 
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cil of Churches has often been depicted by people such 
as Harvey Hoekstra as replacing personal evangelism with 
social justice programmes,10 many of the denominations 
related to the World Council of Churches continue to 
send missionaries with much more than a mere social 
message.11

 
We may differ on the priorities that we give to 

various aspects of ministry, but I think that our carica-
tures of one another need to change. More important 
still, I think, is whether we are only to do evangelization 
by these means or whether there is a role for simply being 
something that we have so far refused to be, or at least 
refused to be well. And that is being one. With that, I 
want to focus for a short time on the prayer of Jesus in 
John 17.

The Prayer of Jesus

20 I ask not only on behalf of these, but also on behalf 
of those who will believe in me through their word, 21 
that (hina) they may all be one (pántes hèn ’ōsin). As 
you, Father, are in me and I am in you, (hina) may 
they also be in us, so that (hina) the world may believe 

Peter Lang, 1992), 97–106, translated and published as “Das 
soziale Anliegen der frühen amerikanischen Pfingstbewegung,” in 
Michael Bergunder, ed., Pfingstbewegung und Bassisgemeinden In 
Lateinamerika. Die Rezeption befreiungstheologischer Konzept 
durch die pfingstliche Theologie, Weltmission heute 39 (Hamburg, 
Germany: Evangelisches Missionswerk In Deutschland, 2000), 
57-66, notes 145-149; Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “Rebuilding a Broken 
Society: An Interview with Frank Chikane,” Theology, News 
& Notes 48:1 (Spring 2001), 20-27; translated and reprinted as 
“Reconstruir una sociedad despedazada: Entrevista con Frank 
Chikane,” in Surgir 7 (2002), 49-62; Luis Scott, “Reies López 
Tijerina: Las visiones y la obediencia de un activista pentecostal,” 
in Juan F. Martínez Guerra y Luis Scout, eds., Iglesias peregrinas en 
busca de identidad: Cuadros del protestantismo latino en los Estados 
Unidos, (Buenos Aires, Argentina: Karios Ediciones, 2004), 193-
205; Eldin Villafañe, The Liberating Spirit: Toward an Hispanic 
American Pentecostal Social Ethic (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America, 1992), 257 pp.; Eldin Villafañe, “The Politics of the 
Spirit: Reflections on a Theology of Social Transformation for 
the Twenty-First Century,” Pneuma: The Journal of the Society 
for Pentecostal Studies 18:2 (1996), 161-170; G. François Wessels, 
“Charismatic Christian Congregations and Social Justice—A 
South African Perspective,” Missionalia 25:3 (November 1997), 
360-374; Robert D. Woodbury, “Pentecostalism and Economic 
Development,” Jonathan B. Imber, ed., Markets, Morals and 
Religion (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2008), 
157-177.
10. See, for instance, R. C. Cunningham, “A World Council of 
Churches,” The Pentecostal Evangel 1802 (November 20, 1948), 15; 
Charles Paul Conn, “Where the World Council of Churches Went 
Wrong,” Church of God Evangel 72:16 (October 25, 1982), 16-18.
11. See, for example, Scott W.Sunquist and Caroline N. Becker 
(eds.) A History of Presbyterian Missions: 1944-2007 (Louisville, 
KY: Geneva Press, 2008) and the recent work of the Committee on 
World Mission and Evangelization of the WCC.

(ho kósmos pisteúē) that you have sent me (hóti su me 
’apésteilas).22 The glory that you have given me I have 
given them, so that (hina) they may be one as we are 
one, 23 I in them and you in me, and they may become 
completely one, so that (hina) the world may know (ho 
kósmos ginōskē) that you have sent me (hóti su me ’apés-
teilas) and have loved them even as you have loved me 
(égápēsas autòus kathōs ‘emè ’egápēsas).
—John 17:20-23 NRSV

The prayer of Jesus that is recorded in John 17 
has often been cited as a prayer in which Jesus asks 
the Father to grant His followers unity. Most Pentecostals 
maintain that when Jesus prayed this prayer, He was not 
speaking of visible unity. They understand the prayer of 
Jesus as pointing to a spiritual form of unity. When the 
Holy Spirit came to indwell His followers, Jesus’ prayer 
was answered through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit 
in every genuine believer.12

 
A spiritual unity or koinonia 

was the result of this common indwelling of the Holy 
Spirit. It is not our job to decide who is “within” and 
who is “outside” of this spiritual fellowship. Any call to 
work for some form of visible unity is then portrayed as 
the misguided effort of human beings to accomplish what 
God has already given. As a result, Pentecostals have 
generally given little credence to the modern Ecumenical 
Movement. But the question remains. Does this spiritual 
reading of Jesus’ prayer do justice to His line of thought? 
Given the purpose of the unity for which Jesus prayed, 
so that the world would believe, wouldn’t a literal read-
ing of John 17:21 be more appropriate?

This second, more literal reading stands as the back-
drop against which the modern Ecumenical Movement 
has found the source for many of its actions. While it 
may be true to say that we already experience a spiritual 
unity through the common indwelling of the Holy Spirit, 
that spiritual unity is not in itself sufficient to convince 
the world that God loves them. It is not visible or tan-
gible. Something more is needed to convince a world that 
is so disposed.

The argument then is that Jesus has prayed for the 
unity of the Church as part of God’s plan, and we have 
been invited to participate actively in this work of God 
as we search for the right solution to demonstrate that 
unity in a visible or tangible form. Most contemporary 

12. “A Declaration on Ecumenical Councils and Christian Unity 
by the National Association of Evangelicals,” Church of God 
Evangel 52:39 (December 3, 1962), 12; Ray H. Hughes, “Pentecost 
and Ecumenism,” Church of God Evangel 56:45 (January 16, 
1967), 12-13, 15; Thomas F. Zimmerman, The Holy Spirit: 
Unifying the Church,” Church of God Evangel 57:35 (November 
13, 1967), 12-14, 17; Opal L. Reddin, “Church Unity,” Enrichment 
1.2 (Spring 1996), 68; Francesco Toppi, E Mi Sarete Testimoni: Il 
Movimento Pentecostale e le Assemblee di Dio in Italia, 199.
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ecumenical conversations conclude that in light of this 
passage, the quest for unity must be viewed not as an inde-
pendent human quest, but as being in the will of Christ 
for the whole Church. Ecumenism must be understood as 
God’s gift to the Church in direct response to Jesus’ prayer 
for unity among His disciples. It is, therefore, the case 
that our calling as members of that Church is to pursue 
together or enter together into the fulfillment of that will 
or to participate together in that gift. This understanding 
suggests that primary responsibility for our unity rests 
with God, but that all Christians are called to participate 
together in that call in an active way.13

In John 17:21-23 we may also find a governing para-
digm regarding the relationship between unity and mis-
sion. A literal reading of the text seems to suggest that unity 
between the followers of Jesus is essential to the overall 
effectiveness of their witness. The connective hína in verse 
21 is typically translated “so that” or “in order that” when 
followed by the subjunctive as it is in this passage. Since the 
subjunctive mode conveys a tentative or contingent nature 
of the act, it is here the case that the world’s belief that 
the Father has sent the Son (ho kósmos pisteúē) is in some 
way dependent upon the action in the previous clause. 
The action in the previous clause is simply that of being 
one (pántes hèn ’ōsin). Nothing is said in verse 21 regard-
ing either the witness of word or the witness of deed. The 
compelling nature of the testimony to which John bears 
witness is that followers of Jesus are one. It is a witness of 
being rather than a witness of doing. This does not mean 
that engaging in acts of verbal evangelization or doing acts 
of social justice in the name of mission is either ineffective 
or wrong-headed, but the fact of our being one, just as the 
Father and the Son are one, may be in some way a more 
compelling witness of God’s love for the world and dem-
onstrated in Jesus Christ, in its own right, than anything 
we could say or do.

The message conveyed through this act of being is two-
fold. First, according to verse 21, it is the message that the 
Father has sent the Son, literally “that you have sent me” 
(sú me apésteilos). In verse 23, this same phrase is repeated. 
Jesus prays that the disciples will be completely one so that 
(hína) the world will know (ho kósmos ginōskē) that you 
have sent me (sú me apésteilos). This initial request, how-
ever, is joined by a second one in verse 23, namely that as a 
result of the complete oneness of His followers, the world 
will come to know that the Father has loved the world. 

13. This idea is clearly stated in Günther Gassmann, ed., 
Documentary History of Faith and Order: 1963- 1993, Faith and 
Order Paper 159 (Geneva Switzerland: WCC Publications, 1993), 
Documents I.1 and I.3, pages 3-5, and again in III.3, page 61. This 
seems to me to be at the very heart of the admonition found in 
Ephesians 4:3 to “maintain” the unity that we already enjoy.

Literally, Jesus prays that the consequence of the oneness 
of His followers will convey the message that “you have 
loved them just as you have loved me” (hoti ’ēgápēsas autous 
kathos hemè ’ēgápēsas). If it can be said that the prayer of 
Jesus links the effectiveness of mission to the unity of His 
followers, that is, the effectiveness of the message intended 
for the world, then it should be possible to assess the effec-
tiveness of this mission in light of the unity or division that 
is currently present among the followers of Jesus.

Currently many Christians, among them most Pen-
tecostals, remain focused upon what they describe as 
the spiritual or invisible character of the Church while 
excluding more visible forms of ecumenism as in some 
ways compromising. At the same time, many others, 
notably many of the more ecumenical Christians have 
focused upon the visible nature of the Church, but 
often at the expense of any emphasis upon the need 
for a personal conversion or life transformation that can 
be viewed in a spiritual sense. As a result, it is currently 
impossible to answer the question of effectiveness in any 
compelling way.

If it is spiritual or invisible unity for which Jesus 
prayed, how is the world able to discern it in such a way 
as to see the love of the Father demonstrated through His 
sending of Jesus, His Son?14

 
In what way is it a complete 

witness to the truth that Jesus wants the world to see? If, 
on the other hand it is intended to be visible, what is 
the form that this visible unity to take? Is it a visibility 
rooted in a single institution? Is it intended to manifest 
itself in some type of conciliar fellowship? Is it a unity that 
is based upon theological uniformity? And what expecta-
tions regarding personal conversion should churches place 
on individuals as a requirement for becoming a Christian 
and joining the Church. Among Christians, the ques-
tions of “being,” that is, of how visible unity should best 
be conceived and manifested also remains unanswered. As 
a result, regardless of the position adopted in the current 
state of relations between Christian churches, the ques-
tion of the effectiveness of the Church’s mission continues 
to remain unanswered.

The Unanswered Challenges of Lesslie Newbigin

The question of the effectiveness of the Church’s mission 
in light of the current state of disunity was something 
that troubled Bishop Lesslie Newbigen over half a cen-
tury ago. As early as 1953, he took the position that

14. Thomas F. Zimmerman, The Holy Spirit: Unifying the 
Church,” Church of God Evangel 57:35 (November 13, 1967), 
12-14, 17; Opal L. Reddin, “Church Unity,” Enrichment 1.2 
(Spring 1996), 68.
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The disunity of the Church is a denial of the promise 
and a contradiction of the purpose for which the 
Church is sent into the world. How can the church 
give to the world the message that Jesus is able to draw 
all men to Himself, while it continues to say, “Nev-
ertheless, Jesus is not able to draw us who bear His 
name together”? How will the world believe a mes-
sage which we do not appear to believe ourselves? The 
divisions of the Church are a public denial of the suf-
ficiency of the atonement.15

For much of his life, Lesslie Newbigin served as an 
English, missionary-bishop in the Church of South India. 
He did not enter India as a bishop, but was elected to that 
post in the Church of South India by the Indian people 
of that church. For over half a century, his was a strong 
Evangelical voice in that region of the world. He was 
both a leading churchman and a formidable ecumeni-
cal statesman. From beginning to end, Bishop Newbigin 
was an advocate of proclaiming the message of salvation 
through Jesus Christ, and from beginning to end he saw 
the success of that task being linked to the unity of the fol-
lowers of Jesus Christ. His commitment to the Church 
of South India, one of the earliest “united” churches in 
the world, is a testimony to his commitment to this idea. 
In truth, he saw unity as a basic fact of life whose foun-
dation lay in the very atonement that Christ had made 
possible through His death and resurrection. The unity of 
the Church is as much a soteriological issue as it is an 
ecclesiological issue. His experience on the mission field 
of India led him to that conclusion.

Bishop Newbigin often spoke of the challenge that 
many non-Christians posed to him when he presented the 
Gospel to them. They stumbled over the deep divisions 
that separated Christians from Christians as the Catholic 
Portuguese were replaced by the Reformed Dutch and the 
Reformed Dutch were displaced by the Anglican Eng-
lish and then the Baptists and the Methodists, divisions 
that seemed to deny the efficacy of the reconciling work 
of Jesus Christ. When Bishop Newbigin told the Indian 
populace of Christ’s power to reconcile humanity to God, 
and His ability to reconcile people one with another, their 
response was often tainted by skepticism.

Yes, that is what you say, but it is not what you 
believe. For if you believed it, you would yourselves 
have found it true. You would have found in Jesus 
a centre of unity deep enough and strong enough to 
overcome your natural divisions and to bring you 
together as one family. If you really believed that the 

15. Lesslie, Newbigin, Is Christ Divided? A Plea for Christian Unity 
in a Revolutionary Age, 9.

Name of Jesus is the one name under which all [hu] 
mankind is to be enrolled, you would yourselves have 
found that Name sufficient. But in fact you add all 
sorts of other names. Evidently you yourselves do not 
find in Him the secret that you are offering to us.16

While this short response is most likely a com-
posite one, made up of arguments that young Hindus 
with whom Bishop Newbigin came into contact may have 
brought, it is nonetheless effective in communicating the 
discrepancy between what we say and who we are. In 
short, the current state of division between Christians 
is sufficient to raise doubts among those for whom 
the message of reconciliation is intended to be Good 
News. From the perspective of missions, our divided state 
is a scandal of the highest magnitude that needs to be 
overcome.

The Qu’ran has put the indictment another way,

With those who said they were Christians, We 
[Allah] made a covenant also, but they too have for-
gotten much of what they were enjoined. Therefore, 
We stirred among them enmity and hatred, which 
shall endure till the Day of Resurrection when Allah 
will declare to them all that they have done.17

The Qu’ran forms and guides the worldview of 
countless millions of people around the world. Some 
interpretations of this passage suggest that the divisions 
between Christians have come as a result of Allah’s judg-
ment upon a backslidden Church. Divided Christians 
are portrayed as being divided because they have been 
unfaithful to God. Still, we claim to carry the message 
of reconciliation. In light of our divisions, the appropri-
ate Muslim response, like that of the Hindu, is, “If your 
God is so good at providing reconciliation through Jesus 
Christ, why are you who carry His Name unable to be 
reconciled to one another? Don’t talk to us about God’s 
reconciling power until you can bear tangible evidence 
that your message is true.”

The World Missionary Conference that was held in 
Edinburgh in 1910 can be described as a watershed both 
for mission and for unity or ecumenism. The purpose of 
the Conference was not first and foremost about Chris-
tian unity, it was about Christian mission. The confer-
ence came at a time when the situation around the world 
was changing. The institution known as Christendom 

16. Lesslie Newbigin, Is Christ Divided? 21-22.
17. Al-Ma’ida 5.14-15. The reference to enmity and hatred is 
typically interpreted as divisions and sectarianism within the 
Christian community. When I think of what has been enjoined 
upon us in the name of unity, my mind is drawn to Ephesians 
4:1-6.
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that seemed to have served the Church in previous cen-
turies was beginning to crumble. The handwriting was on 
the wall as the Colonial powers began to be eclipsed and 
indigenous people and their newly created nations began 
to rise up. Many nations began to find their own voices, 
emerging to take their place on the world stage. This pro-
cess would continue for the better part of the next century. 
The missionaries and mission executives that gathered 
in Edinburgh in 1910 were concerned with the need 
to evaluate the effectiveness of their current work, and 
if possible, to strategize together regarding the future in 
which a post-colonial, post- Christendom global form of 
Christianity might take the place of the status quo.

One of the things that quickly became apparent as 
they met with one another was the need for greater unity 
between the churches engaged in missionary work. The 
call for the churches to work toward greater visible unity 
that was issued by the World Missionary Conference of 
1910 is difficult to ignore. It was the entire theme of the 
study issued by Commission VIII,18

 
and clearly it had 

a significant impact on the ultimate formation of the 
World Council of Churches.19 The Commission had 
gathered information from a range of denominations, 
missionary sending agencies, regional missionary confer-
ences and associations, missionary founded churches, and 
missionaries on the status of conversations and projects 
that fostered visible unity. It included an assessment of 
the contributions being made through comity agreements, 
the role and promise of conferences and associations devel-
oping in various regions of the world, the necessity to fos-
ter and the potential fruit to be gained by engaging in 
joint actions whenever possible, and the obligation of mis-
sionaries and their respective sending bodies to cooperate 
more fully with one another on issues related to visible 
unity.

The Commission also included a discussion on the 
strengths and weaknesses of two fundamental approaches 
to visible unity, (1) the role of federations of churches 
that might allow for maximum diversity between ecclesial 
partners, and (2) the possibility of moves toward greater 

18. Report of Commission VIII: Co-operation and the Promotion 
of Unity with Supplement: Presentation and Discussion of the 
Report in the Conference on 21st June 1910 (Edinburgh, Scotland: 
Oliphant, Anderson & Ferrier / New York, NY: Fleming H. Revell 
Company, 1910), 243 pp.
19. Kenneth Scott Latourette, “Ecumenical Bearings of the 
Missionary Movement and the International Missionary 
Conference,” in Ruth Rouse and Stephen Charles Neill, eds., A 
History of the Ecumenical Movement: 1517-1948, 3 vols. (Geneva, 
Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 1953, 1967, 1986), 
I: 353-362; C. Howard Hopkins, John R. Mott: 1865-1955: A 
Biography (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, 1979), 342-382, 684-696.

organic unity that might contribute maximum depth to 
the resulting relationships.

What resulted from the 1910 Conference included 
the formation of the International Missionary Confer-
ence.20 It should not be surprising, then, to learn that 
the Assemblies of God in the USA, which had formed 
explicitly in 1914 for purposes of greater visible unity and 
of greater missionary cooperation, should become part of 
such an organization.21 The Assemblies of God joined 
the Foreign Missionary Conference of North America 
in 1920. When the Foreign Missionary Conference 
of North America joined the International Mission-
ary Conference the following year, the Assemblies of 
God became a member of the International Missionary 
Conference.22

When in 1949 the Foreign Missionary Conference of 
North America became the missionary arm of the National 
Council of Churches in the USA, the Assemblies of God 
dropped its membership in that missionary organization, 
but it continued to maintain a cordial relationship as a 
“Consultant Agency” to both the National Council of 
20. W. H. T. Gairdner, “Edinburgh 1910”: An Account and 
Interpretation of the World Missionary Conference (Edinburgh, 
Scotland: Oliphant Anderson and Ferrier, 1910), 187-188.
21. In 1913 and 1914, Pentecostals were at odds with one another 
over the doctrine of sanctification (whether it was to be viewed 
as a crisis or as a process) as well as the proper formula to be 
invoked at the time of baptism (whether it was to be done in the 
name of Jesus Christ as it was in Acts 2:38, or using classical 
Trinitarian language of Matthew 28:19). While these differences 
were not mentioned by name, the concern for doctrinal unity 
within the youthful Pentecostal Movement was genuine, and 
many thought that if they could work with a common name 
(Assemblies of God) with shared educational expectations and a 
shared standard for clergy, the issue of unity could be addressed 
visibly. At the same time, missionary activity was a second major 
concern. The movement wanted to conserve resources, to assess 
needs, and engage in practical stewardship, just as the 1910 
Edinburgh Missionary Conference had done. This may be seen in 
the following statements in the call to the first General Council 
of the Assemblies of God. “We come together that we know how 
to conserve the work; that we may all build up and not tear down 
both in home and foreign lands.” “We come together…that we 
may get a better understanding of the needs of each foreign field, 
and may know how to place our money in such a way that one 
mission or missionary shall not suffer, while another not any more 
worthy, lives in luxuries. Also that we may discourage wasting 
money on those who are running here and there accomplishing 
nothing, and may concentrate our support on those who mean 
business for our King.” “General Convention of Pentecostal 
Saints and Churches of God in Christ,” Word and Witness 9:12 
(December 20, 1913), 1.5-6.
22. Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “The Assemblies of God and Ecumenical 
Cooperation: 1920-1965,” in Wonsuk Ma and Robert P. Menzies, 
eds., Pentecostalism in Context: Essays in Honour of William W. 
Menzies, Journal of Pentecostal Theology Supplement Series 11 
(Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 116.
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Churches in the USA and the newly formed World Coun-
cil of Churches, ultimately taking up residence in the same 
building at 475 Riverside Drive, in New York City.

In 1961, the International Missionary Conference 
became the Commission on World Mission and Evan-
gelism of the World Council of Churches. It was only 
in August 1961, after four decades of membership and 
cooperation with these national and international ecu-
menical agencies that the Assemblies of God broke off 
its relationship with them, a decision made under duress 
from the repeated attacks by the American Fundamental-
ist, Carl F. McIntyre, questions raised by the National 
Association of Evangelicals, and the personal convictions 
of the newly elected General Superintendent of the 
Assemblies of God, Thomas F. Zimmerman.23

It is easy to see why Lesslie Newbigin would argue 
that

It was among missionaries that the denominational 
barriers were first overleaped, and it was the great 
world missionary conference of 1910 that created the 
modern movement for Christian unity. The unity of 
Christ’s people, for which He prays, is a unity “that the 
world may know that thou hast sent me and hast loved 
them even as thou lovest me.” It is a unity for the sake 
of the world, the world which God made and loves 
and for which He sent His Son.24 [ext]

Newbigen went beyond this initial summary, however, 
when he envisioned the participation of Pentecostals in 
the field of mission as well as in the field of unity as one 
of critical importance to the whole Church. 

In 1953, Newbigin wrote his important book, 
The Household of God, in which he outlined what he 
called the three streams of Christianity. The first stream 
he called the Catholic stream. The second stream was the 
Protestant stream. And the third stream was the Pente-
costal stream.25

 
He declared that all three streams were 

essential to a full understanding of the Church. Each had 
a contribution to make, but apart from the contributions 
of the other two streams, each was incomplete. Accord-
ing to Newbigen’s argument, Catholics offered structure 
to the Church through their emphasis upon apostolic suc-
cession. Protestants offered the reformed “message” of the 
Church, that is, what he viewed as its doctrinal ortho-
doxy. Together, Catholics and Protestants had histori-
cally sought to “honour and safeguard the uniqueness, 
23. Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “The Assemblies of God and Ecumenical 
Cooperation: 1920-1965,” 121-145.
24. Lesslie Newbigin, Is Christ Divided? 22.
25. One could wish that he had also included Orthodoxy as a 
fourth stream or that he had made clear its relationship to one of 
the other streams.

sufficiency and finality of God’s saving acts in Christ.” 
Yet without the third stream, he contended, they reflected 
a “Church which is a mere shell, having the form of a 
Church but not the life.”26

What Pentecostalism brought to the Church, he 
offered, was “the conviction that the Christian life is a 
matter of the experienced power and presence of the 
Holy Spirit today.”27 Unfortunately, he pointed out, for 
a variety of reasons, Pentecostals were largely outside the 
ecumenical arena. As a result, Pentecostalism had not yet 
risen to the critically necessary challenge of the theological 
encounter that the Ecumenical Movement made possible, 
and as a result, the other two streams were bereft of vitality 
and power.

Newbigin maintained that the Church needs all 
three streams, cooperating in such a way as to be one, 
for in the end, “the Church is, in the most exact sense, a 
koinonia, a sharing in the Holy Spirit.”28 The presence of 
Pentecostalism as an equal partner in the Church removes 
all three aspects of the Church—Catholic, Protestant, and 
Pentecostal—from the clutches of their individual sin, 
whereby each claims to be the whole Church, without 
giving due consideration to the other parts. Furthermore, 
he pointed out, “When the risen Lord bestowed the apos-
tolic commission upon the Church and empowered it to 
continue His mission, the very heart of His act lay in the 
bestowal of the Holy Spirit. . . . It is as anointed with His 
Holy Spirit that they are bearers of His commission, and 
in no other way.”29

Repeatedly throughout his ministry, Newbigin came 
back to this same theme. Five years later, in 1958 for 
instance, he wrote a small pamphlet, in which he called 
for something more than mere cooperation between the 
various strands of Christianity,

Our divisions are a public contradiction of that atone-
ment. Co-operation in common programmes of 
study and action is not a substitute for this unity. Co-
operation in mission must eventually face the ques-
tion “Mission for what?” Into what are we inviting the 
men of all nations—into a new complex of divisions in 

26. Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God (London, England: 
SCM Press Ltd., 1953), 87. There is clearly a less than subtle 
reference to 2 Timothy 3:5 here.
27. Lesslie, Newbigin, The Household of God, 87.
28. Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God, 90. This position is 
similar to that expressed by Emil Brunner, The Misunderstanding 
of the Church, trans. Harold Knight (Philadelphia, PA: The 
Westminster Press, 1953), 10-11.
29. Lesslie Newbigin, The Household of God, 95.
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world what God has done for us in Jesus Christ and 
to enable others to know, love, and serve him as Lord 
and Saviour.32

Unity and Mission: The Message of Edinburgh 
1910

The 1910 Edinburgh Missionary Conference was largely 
and intentionally a Protestant and Anglican event, though 
there were a couple of Catholic observers. When dele-
gates representing the many historic Protestant and Angli-
can churches of the day met in Edinburgh in 1910, they 
concentrated almost entirely upon the challenges faced 
by their own missionaries in Africa, the Middle East, 
and especially in the giants of Asia—India and China. A 
significant portion of the Commission’s agenda revolved 
not only around the interface between Christianity and 
other religions that were already present in those regions 
of the world, but also around the notion of unity among 
the Christians who were working in those areas.

Those who led Commission VIII were very much 
aware that tensions existed between some churches. Some 
of these tensions were obviously theological, but others 
were more practical. In any case, the Commission sought 
to avoid any possible conflicts between delegates. At the 
same time, it was very clear that no one should have to 
sacrifice his or her personal convictions. As a result, Com-
mission VIII looked specifically at the more pressing and 
pragmatic, Church-dividing issues that were present in 
these regions rather than the longer term and underlying 
issues. Given that neither the Orthodox, nor the Catholic, 
nor the newly emerging Pentecostal churches were pres-
ent, it is easy to understand why the work of Commission 
VIII had in one sense only a limited value.

Among the pragmatic issues undertaken by Commis-
sion VIII were the use and misuse of comity agreements 
by which countries were divided up in such a way that 
entire regions, were given over to one specific denomina-
tion or another, but rarely to more than one. The limita-
tions of such agreements became readily recognizable as 
soon as one or another group refused to recognize the 
validity of such an agreement, especially when it had not 
been a party to the establishment of the agreement in the 
first place. It also evaluated the role and promise of various 
conferences and associations then in the process of devel-
oping in various parts of the world. The Commission 
called attention to the need to foster these relatively recent 

32. Lesslie Newbigin, “The Dialogue of Gospel and Culture: 
Reflections on the Conference on World Mission and Evangelism, 
Salvador, Bahia, Brazil,” International Bulletin of Missionary 
Research 21:2 (April 1997), 52.

place of their own, or into the one family where at last 
they may know themselves one in the Father’s house?30

Following the lead of Lesslie Newbigin, the Dis-
ciples of Christ ecumenical theologian and now Gen-
eral Secretary of the National Council of Churches in the 
USA, Michael Kinnamon, who has written much in the 
field of ecumenism, has also made this point, one on 
which I believe Pentecostals need to reflect further.31 

It is one thing to join a local, national, or international 
Evangelical or Full Gospel alliance in order to cooperate 
on shared concerns; it is quite another thing to join in a 
quest for full visible unity.

If Newbigin was strongly committed to the idea that 
full and genuine Christian unity was critical to the success 
of Christian mission, he was just as strongly convinced that 
Christian unity was not to be viewed as an end in itself. 
It was unity for the sake of mission that was at stake. In 
one of his last addresses, Bishop Newbigin, now retired, 
was invited to speak to the Conference on World Mission 
and Evangelism of the World Council of Churches that 
was held in Salvador, Bahia, Brazil in 1997. While he was 
relatively weak, his words were powerful, and they led to 
major acclaim. He was pleased that various speakers had 
talked about building relationships with groups like the 
World Evangelical Fellowship but he also had some criti-
cal remarks for the World Council of Churches. “I do not 
think that the desire here expressed will be fulfilled unless 
the WCC gives much more evidence of being filled with 
a longing to bring the Gospel to all peoples,” he began. 
He went on to note that

The WCC has given courageous leadership in the 
struggle for peace and justice in the fight against rac-
ism and in concern for the integrity of creation. It 
has been the prime mover in the search for closer 
Christian unity. But in so powerfully challenging the 
churches on these issues it does seem to have lost 
the missionary passion that was the vital force that 
created the ecumenical movement in the closing 
years of the nineteenth and the opening years of the 
twentieth centuries. The demand for unity among the 
churches and the demand for justice and peace among 
the nations, if they are not rooted in what God has 
done for all the world in Jesus Christ, can themselves 
become new forms of domination. There cannot be 
any greater task, or any deeper joy than to tell the 

30. Lesslie Newbigin, One Gospel, One Body, One World: The 
Christian Mission Today (New York, NY: Friendship Press, 1958, 
1966), 54.
31. Michael Kinnamon, The Vision of the Ecumenical Movement 
and How It Has Been Impoverished by Its Friends (St. Louis, MO: 
Chalice Press, 2003), 23-35, especially 30-31.
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developments and it pointed to the potential fruit that 
might be gained by engaging in joint actions whenever 
that was possible. Several of them held real promise for 
the future. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, it noted 
the obligation that the missionaries and their respective 
sending agencies had, to cooperate more fully with one 
another on issues related to visible unity. In keeping with 
this point, the Commission ultimately passed a single res-
olution that put into place a Continuation Committee of 
the World Missionary Conference that would be multi-
national and multi- denominational empowered to follow 
up on unresolved issues.33 This Continuation Committee 
would become extremely important in the development 
of various networks that ultimately evolved into different 
streams within the World Council of Churches.

Christian Unity and Pentecostal Mission:  
A Contradiction?

The title of my paper includes a question. It asks whether 
Christian unity and Pentecostal mission stand in contra-
diction to one another. I believe that Pentecostals might 
respond rightly by saying “No’ to this question if it were 
asked in a neutral or abstract setting. Christian unity and 
Pentecostal mission need not run competition with one 
another. They are not mutually exclusive. They belong 
together. Pentecostals would point to John 17 and say 
that it is obvious that Jesus saw it this way. They might 
read the writings of Lesslie Newbigin and recognize the 
validity of his appeal for unity for the sake of mission. 
They might even point to the 1910 Missionary Confer-
ence (if they knew about it) and note that the delegates 
were convinced that these two things were related as well.

But in the real world, one where differences seem clear 
and sides are taken, Pentecostals have long said, “Yes.” 
Efforts toward visible Christian unity and mission are 
a contradiction in terms. They have not typically said this 
in so many words, but their response is shouted through 
their actions. Their actions clearly indicate that this is 
their response. For far too long, they have chosen to build 
walls between them and those with whom they have dis-
agreed, rather than to engage in conversation or to seek 
understanding. One might even speak of a 70 year Bab-
ylonian captivity of Pentecostalism. They have allowed 
themselves to become captive to an Evangelical agenda 
that has not really been their own. And while some 
of the blame for this captivity lies squarely at the feet 
of the Evangelical community, some of it rightly belongs 
at the feet of those Pentecostal leaders who, for the sake 

33. For a useful summary of the week and the debate surrounding 
this resolution see, Gairdner, Edinburgh 1910, 178-214.

of acceptance within the Evangelical community, have 
chosen to move against the historic visions of Christian 
unity that Pentecostals had long held.34

Name and Glory / Ephraim and Judah

Those of you who know me know also that I began my 
ecumenical journey officially in 1983 when the Lord 
awakened me in the middle of the night and instructed 
me to write a specific paper on the topic of Ecumenism. 
It was a radical request, one that I did not feel I was at 
all prepared to heed. I wrote it, and today I look back 
on that divine visitation as the night when I was called to 
work for greater unity in the global Church.

Shortly before I wrote that first paper on “The Ecu-
menical Challenge,” my Presidential Address to the Soci-
ety for Pentecostal Studies, I had read Professor Samuel 
Terrien’s book, The Elusive Presence. He intended it to 
be a contribution toward “an ecumenical theology of 
the Bible.”35

 
What intrigued me about Professor Terrien’s 

work on the Divine Presence, were his conclusions about 
the People of God in ancient Israel. He saw, as many 
of us might, two sets of people. There were those who 
identified with Israel or Ephraim. And there were those 
who identified with Judah. What was most interesting to 
me was what he took great pain to explain. Both Israel and 
Judah experienced the Divine Presence at times quite 
visible through His work among them, and on other 
occasions as Deus absconditus—apparently absent, and yet 
in the experience of Israel, at the same time very much 
present. 

What Terrien argued, was that these two groups, Israel 
and Judah, seemed to experience God in very different 
ways. Those who identified with Israel experienced God 
through their spiritual ear. These were the people to whom 
God revealed His Name (Deuteronomy 5:6), a revelation 
that prefaced the Decalogue, the commandments that 
spoke of how they were to live their lives. They were 
the people who heard the call of the Shema— “Hear, 
O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One” and 
the command to love the Lord their God with all their 
heart, soul, and strength (Deuteronomy 6:4-5). Hearing 
God as they did, they also went to their sacred places and 
listened as God spoke through the prophets, “Thus, says 
the Lord.” They heard themselves called to live their lives 
within the ethical boundaries of their relationship with 
34. Cecil M. Robeck, Jr., “The Assemblies of God and Ecumenical 
Cooperation, 1920-1965,” 132-150.
35. Samuel Terrien, The Elusive Presence; Toward a New Biblical 
Theology (San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1978), 7. This 
volume has recently been reprinted and is available from Wipf and 
Stock Publishers.
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God. God would be as much in their actions, in the ways 
they would relate one to another, as God would be in 
the words that they heard, calling them to follow Him. 
These people, argued Terrien were best viewed as people 
of the Name. Their knowledge of God came through the 
auditory canal, the ear. They valued sacred time and they 
lived according to an ethical revelation.

On the other hand, there were the people of Judah. 
Their advantage was that they lived close to Jerusalem, 
the city of God. There on the hill sat the temple of God. 
The people who identified with Judah, Terrien contended, 
saw the Glory of the Lord. As they gathered at the tem-
ple, they experienced God through their spiritual eye. 
As David brought the Ark back to Jerusalem, he danced 
before the Lord with all his might. Isaiah saw the Lord, 
sitting on a throne, high and lifted up, filling the temple 
with His glory, while seraphim fluttered about proclaim-
ing “Holy, Holy, Holy” (Isaiah 6:1-13) and he was 
overcome with awe. And when the worship of Judah was 
conducted in the majestic sacred space called the temple, it 
included a celebrative atmosphere full of burning incense, 
chanting priests, and antiphonal choirs. It included orches-
tras, trumpets, tambourines, and cymbals. They sang and 
clapped and shouted and danced! It is in the exuberant 
praise of the Psalms where we catch a vision of the Lord, a 
vision of His Glory that filled their minds and hearts. As a 
result, they had a message to proclaim!

What I want to point out is this. In spite of the 
differences in the ways each group came before God, 
there is no question that they both encountered or expe-
rienced God, one group hearing God, the other group 
seeing God. One group may have stood silently as God 
spoke, while the other burst into what some might describe 
as ecstatic worship in response to God’s presence among 
them. But these two groups of related people, these two 
groups who appeared to have quite different identities 
and histories and even traditions, these two groups both 
genuinely encountered God. And each responded to 
God’s presence in very different ways. In fact, their ways 
may have seemed irreconcilable, even mutually exclusive 
of one another. But in the Lord’s hand, they are becom-
ing one.

Those who find an identity in Ephraim or Israel 
know that they have been in God’s presence and they 
know that God has been working with them about 
this thing called unity. Their obedience in forming the 
World Council of Churches, in forming various regional, 
national, and local ecumenical bodies, in participating in 
a vast array of ecumenical opportunities in Faith, Order, 
Work, and Life, know that God has been in all of it. 
But I want to state categorically that God has also been 

working with those who identify with “Judah”, the ones I 
would describe as Pentecostals.

In a sense, there is nothing new in this paper. And 
yet, the factors that have for so long led to a stand-
off between Pentecostals and many churches in the Ecu-
menical Movement may finally be relinquishing their grip. 
Some of you may know that Pentecostals have been partic-
ipating in the work of Faith and Order with the National 
Council of Churches in the USA since the early 1980s. 
They continue to do so.

Several Pentecostal groups have also recently become 
part of a creative, ecumenical initiative called Christian 
Churches Together in the USA.36 Bishop James Leggett, 
General Superintendent of the International Pentecostal 
Holiness Church is playing a significant role, encouraging 
other Pentecostal leaders to open up to the ecumenical 
process through this initiative. His denomination has 
been joined by other Pentecostal groups including the 
Church of God of Prophecy, the Elim Fellowship (Lima, 
NY), and the Open Bible Churches. Sadly, the two larg-
est Pentecostal denominations in the US, the Churches 
of God in Christ and the Assemblies of God have held 
the CCT at arm’s length.37

 
But nearly a decade ago, the 

Church of God in Christ established an Office of Ecu-
menical and Urban Affairs. In 2005, the Assemblies of God 
transformed its statement disapproving of participation in 
ecumenical organizations from an exclusive statement to a 
much more inclusive one.38

If we turn our eyes outside the United States, how-
ever, we find a very different and much more rapidly 
changing story. Since 1961, there have been several Pente-
costal denominations which have come to hold member-
ship in the World Council of Churches. Most of them 
are small Pentecostal denominations numbering at most a 
few hundred thousand members. All of them come from 
the Global South—Chile, Argentina, Brazil, and Angola. 
Before they joined the WCC, many of them were con-
sidered to be the poster children of the Pentecostal Move-
ment—early, indigenous, independent, and thriving. Since 
they joined the WCC, the Pentecostal denominations 

36. See the list of CCT participant organizations at:  
www.christianchurchestogether.org/members/ .
37. I am aware that the Church of God (Cleveland, TN), the 
Church of God in Christ, Inc., and the Pentecostal Free Will 
Baptist Church have sent observers to some CCT meetings and 
that they continue to watch the situation. But to date, they stand 
on the outside, looking in.
38. “Bylaws of the General Council of the Assemblies of God, 
Article IX.B, List of Doctrines and Practices Disapproved, Section 
11, The Ecumenical Movement,” Minutes of the 51st Session of The 
General Council of the Assemblies of God, with Revised Constitution 
and Bylaws 51st General Council, Denver, Colorado, August 2-5, 
2005 (Springfield, MO: General Secretary’s Office, 2005), 125.
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affiliated with the Pentecostal World Fellowship have 
marginalized and ignored them. Yet they are fully Pente-
costal and today they have nearly a half century of experi-
ence, living as ecumenical Christians. They may not reflect 
the same political, social, or economic agenda of North 
America and Europe, but they are fully Pentecostal. The 
time has come for the rest of Pentecostalism to hear their 
testimony and to re-evaluate their witness.

Still, the story gets better. Within the past two 
decades, Pentecostal denominations have become full 
members of the National Councils of Churches in at 
least 37 countries and they have taken either associate or 
observer status in 6 more. That means that there are at 
least 43 countries in which Pentecostals are now part 
of the National Council of Churches.39 What may be 
even more profound is the fact that roughly 70% of 
them come from the Global South, among the so-called 
“Developing Countries” of the “two- thirds world” where 
the growth of Pentecostalism is most significant.40

And then, there are the international dialogues. The 
International Catholic-Pentecostal Dialogue came into 
existence, in part, because of the lack of unity between 
Pentecostals and Catholics in Latin America. The ques-
tion of mission has been addressed several times in this 
dialogue between Pentecostals and the Catholic Church, 
as well as with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, 
with the Lutheran World Federation, and through the Joint 
Consultative Group, with the World Council of Churches. 
Many Pentecostal leaders from around the world have par-
ticipated in the Global Christian Forum, a relatively new 
and promising initiative on the ecumenical horizon.41

Unity is critical to the work of mission. The Cath-
olic-Pentecostal Dialogue came about because of disunity 
between these two enormous traditions. For the sake of 
mission, they worked on the subject of proselytism. The 
Lutheran—Pentecostal Dialogue came into existence 
because of the desire of the Lutheran World Federation 
to understand better the dynamics of a missionary church 
in Ethiopia that holds membership in the Federation, 

39. These figures may be found in the Appendix, and are largely 
derived from Huibert van Beek, compiler, A Handbook of Churches 
and Councils: Profiles of Ecumenical Relationships (Geneva: World 
Council of Churches), 2006.
40. Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global 
Christianity (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 2002), 
7-8; Jehu J. Hanciles, Beyond Christendom: Globalization, African 
Migration, and the Transformation of the West (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2008), 121.
41. On the Forum see Richard Howell, Ed. Global Christian 
Forum: Transforming Ecumenism (New Delhi, India: Evangelical 
fellowship of India, 2007), and Hubert van Beek, ed. Revisioning 
Christian Unity: The Global Christian Forum Studies in Global 
Christianity, Oxford, UK: Regnum Books International, 2009.

the lively and charismatic Ethiopian Evangelical Church 
Mekane Yesus. The Dialogue between the World Alliance 
of Reformed Churches and Pentecostals resulted from con-
versations broached by the late Milan Opocensky, who 
wanted to change the dynamics between Pentecostals 
and Presbyterians in Korea. The result has been that the 
Assemblies of God in Korea has now joined the Korean 
National Council of Churches.

Huibert van Beek, who for years led the Office of 
Church and Ecumenical Relations in the World Coun-
cil of Churches worked tirelessly to gain approval for the 
formation of the Joint Consultative Group, an ongoing 
dialogue between WCC member churches and Pentecos-
tals that is now in its second round of discussions. Thus 
far, both teams are still learning about the other, but high 
on their agenda are issues that have emerged on various 
mission fields, including the problem of proselytism. And 
then there are the Orthodox. Just weeks ago, Dr Harold 
Hunter visited the Ecumenical Patriarch in Istanbul, where 
he suggested the possibility of an Orthodox— Pentecostal 
Dialogue. Such a Dialogue will necessarily become deeply 
involved in missionary questions right from the start. 

What seems clearly evident from this brief survey 
is the fact that unity and mission somehow go together. 
The Ecumenical Movement prides itself on the fact that 
it has been hard at work on the Unity question. Pente-
costals pride themselves on the fact that they have been 
hard at work on the Mission question. It is time to bring 
the two together into some form of dialogue in which 
unity and mission can bring the life of the Spirit to one 
another.

Appendix

Regional and National Councils of Churches with Pentecostal 
Memberships
Africa

All Africa Council of Churches 
Pentecostal Assemblies of the World (Liberia)

Council of Churches in Angola 
Apostolic Faith Church in Angola, Christian 
Apostolic Mission in Angola, Evangelical Pen-
tecostal Mission in Angola, Full Gospel Church 
in Angola, Church of God in Angola*

Botswana Council of Churches
Church of God in Christ

Council of Protestant Churches of Cameroon
Full Gospel Mission in Cameroon*
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National Council of Churches of Kenya
Kenya Assemblies of God, Maranatha Faith 
Assemblies, Overcoming Faith Centre Church 
of Kenya, Pentecostal Evangelistic Fellowship of 
Africa

Liberian Council of Churches
Don Stewart Christ Pentecostal Church, Pente-
costal Assemblies of the World, New Apostolic 
Church*, United Church of God in Christ*, 
United Pentecostal Churches of Christ*

Christian Council of Mozambique
Full Gospel Evangelical Church

Council of Churches in Namibia 
Apostolic Faith Mission** Pentecostal, Protes-
tant Church**

Council of Churches in Sierra Leone
Christ Apostolic Church, Church of God of 
Prophecy National, Pentecostal Church Calvary 
Pentecostal Church*

South African Council of Churches
Apostolic Faith Mission of South Africa

Sudan Council of Churches
Sudan Pentecostal Church

New Sudan Council of Churches
Sudan Pentecostal Church

Council of Swaziland Churches African 
Apostolic Faith Mission Apostolic, Faith 
Mission

Council of Churches in Zambia
Apostolic Faith Mission

Zimbabwe Council of Churches
Zimbabwe Assemblies of God in Africa

Asia
Communion of Churches in Indonesia 

Church of God of Prophecy in Indonesia, Full 
Gospel Bethel Church, Pentecostal Movement 
Church, Surabaya Centre Pentecostal Church, 
Utusan Pentecostal Church in Indonesia

National Council of Churches in Korea
Korean Assemblies of God

Caribbean
Caribbean Conference of Churches 

Christian Pentecostal Church—Cuba, Church 
of God (Ebenezer)—Haiti

Bahamas Christian Council
Pentecostal Church

Cuban Council of Churches 
Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ, Christian 
Pentecostal Church, Congregational Pentecos-
tal Church, Light of God Pentecostal Church, 
Pentecostal Holiness Church, Open Bible 
Church**, Pentecostal Church of Sovereign 
Grace in Cuba***

Protestant Federation of Haiti 
Apostolic Faith Mission, Assemblies of God, 
Church of God in Christ, Church of God 
Mission

Jamaica Council of Churches
Jamaica Association of Full Gospel Churches**, 
Jamaica Pentecostal Union**

Europe
Conference of European Churches 

Pentecostal Assemblies of Bulgaria, Church 
of God in Croatia, Evangelical (Pentecostal) 
Church in Croatia, Shiloh United Church of 
Christ Apostolic Worldwide (UK)

 Council of Christian Churches of an African 
Approach in Europe

Assembly of God, Berlin—Germany, Chris-
tian Pentecostal Church—Germany, Church 
of Pentecost—Germany, Pentecostal Church 
International, “Shalom Chapel”—Germany, 
Pentecostal Revival Ministry—Germany, Full 
Gospel Christian Community—Switzerland, 
Full Gospel International Church—Switzer-
land, Calvary Church of God in Christ—UK, 
Full Gospel Revival Church Centre—UK, Full 
Gospel Revival Church of God—UK

 Ecumenical Coordinating Committee of Churches 
in Croatia

Evangelical Pentecostal Church

 Ecumenical Council of Churches in the Czech 
Republic

Apostolic Church
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National Council of Churches in Denmark
Apostolic Church

Estonian Council of Churches
Estonian Christian Pentecostal Church

Finnish Ecumenical Council
Swedish Pentecostal Mission in Finland**

French Protestant Federation
Apostolic Church, Church of God in France

 SKIN— Together Church in the Netherlands 
[Immigrant]

ACTS Revival Church—The Hague, Assembly 
of God, Utrecht and Rotterdam, Pentecost 
Revival Church—Amsterdam

Christian Council of Norway
Pentecostal Churches of Norway

 Ecumenical Council of Churches in the Slovak 
Republic

Apostolic Church in Slovakia**

Council of Christian Churches in Slovenia
Pentecostal Church in Slovenia

Christian Council of Sweden
Pentecostal Churches in Sweden

Churches Together in Britain and Ireland
Church of God of Prophecy, Free Churches 
Group [See Below]

Churches Together in England
Church of God of Prophecy

Free Churches Group
Assemblies of God, New Testament Church of 
God

Latin America
Latin American Council of Churches (CLAI) 

Association “The Church of God”—Argen-
tina, Christian Biblical Church of Argentina, 
Evangelical Pentecostal Church—Argentina, 
Pentecostal Methodist Church of Bolivia, Free 
Pentecostal Missions Church—Chile, Mis-
sionary Pentecostal Church—Chile, Pentecost 
Church Eben-Ezer—Chile, Pentecostal Church 
of Chile, Pentecostal Mission Church—Chile, 

Pentecostal Church Faith and Holiness—Costa 
Rica, Christian Pentecostal Church—Cuba, 
Evangelical Pentecostal Union of Venezuela, 
Evangelical Pentecostal Church of Naci-
ente—Uruguay, Universal Apostolic Mission 
Church*** - Chile

Christian Fellowship of Churches in Chile (CCI)
Free Pentecostal Missions Church, Pentecostal 
Church Eben Ezer, Pentecostal Mission Church, 
Universal Apostolic Mission Church

Ecumenical Fellowship of Chile 
Pentecostal Mission Church, Universal Apos-
tolic Mission Church

National Evangelical Council of Peru
Assemblies of God of Peru, Church of God in 
Peru, Church of God of Peru, Evangelical Pen-
tecostal Church of Peru, International Move-
ment Pentecostal Church of Peru, Missionary 
Evangelical Pentecostal Church, Missionary Fel-
lowship of the Assemblies of God

 Federation of Evangelical Churches of Uruguay 
(FIEU)

Pentecostal Church Naciente

 Council of Christian Churches of Uruguay 
(CICU)

Pentecostal Church Naciente

North America
Christian Churches Together in the USA

Church of God of Prophecy, Elim Pentecostal 
Church, International Pentecostal Holiness 
Church, Open Bible Churches, Church of God 
(Cleveland, TN)**, Church of God in Christ, 
Inc.** Pentecostal Free Will Baptist Church**

Middle East
There is no formal cooperation between the Middle 
East Council of Churches and any Pentecostal body in 
this region of the world.

Pacific
Cook Islands Religious Advisory Council

Apostolic Church, Assemblies of God

Kiribati National Council of Churches
Assemblies of God**
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Niue National Council of Churches
Apostolic Church

Samoa Council of Churches
Pentecostal Church

Vanuatu Christian Council,
Apostolic Church, Assemblies of God**

Associate Members * 
Observers**
Fraternal Affiliates***

22. International Bilateral Theological 
Dialogues in the Context of World 
Christianity: The Dar es Salaam Report of the 
10th Forum of Bilateral Dialogues

Faith and Order, 2012

For many years, the Faith and Order Commission of the WCC 
has called together a forum on bilateral dialogues to bring 
together results, major experiences and evaluations on bilateral 
theological dialogues between different denominational tradi-
tions within the ecumenical movement. The Tenth Forum on 
Bilateral Dialogues, which was brought together at the request 
of the Conference of Secretaries of the Christian World Com-
munions (CWCs) in cooperation with the Commission on 
Faith and Order of the World Council of Churches in 2012, 
was marked by the unique fact that it met on African soil: The 
meeting in Dar es Saalam, Tanzania, i.e., within the context 
of the lived reality of ecumenism in Africa and in the context of 
new considerations of dramatic changes in global Christianity, 
clearly marked a new stage in reflecting some dimensions of a 
new South—North dialogue on principles, different experi-
ences and common priorities for the reception and methodol-
ogy of theological bilateral dialogues between churches. 

Study Questions

1.   What are new challenges for bilateral theological dialogues 
and their certain “bias to members from the North” as 
spelled out by the document? How should theological bilat-
eral dialogues be more related to the realities of churches 
in the South and how should this reflect their conduct and 
content?

2.   How is the role of united and uniting churches reflected 
with regard to theological bilateral dialogues?

3.   What is the strategic significance of reception, and what 
are obstacles for proper reception processes in the churches? 
What is the role of institutions of theological education in 
relation to results of bilateral dialogues?

1. The Tenth Forum on Bilateral Dialogues gathered at the 
request of the Conference of Secretaries of the Christian 
World Communions (CWCs). Members of the Forum 
were invited by the CWCs and the Commission on Faith 
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and Order of the World Council of Churches.1 In addition 
to sharing information on recent bilateral dialogues, we 
reflected together on developments in, and relationships 
between, dialogues, and questions of content and recep-
tion, particularly in light of the changing face of global 
Christianity. We were grateful to the Tanzania Episcopal 
Conference and the Kurasini Conference Centre for their 
kind and generous hospitality. We extend our thanks as 
well to representatives from local churches for their engage-
ment with our programme and for their invitation and 
warm welcome to us at Sunday worship. 

2. Meeting in Africa for the first time, the Forum on Bilat-
eral Dialogues was especially mindful of the significant 
changes in global Christianity over the last century, with 
its ‘statistical centre of gravity’ moving—and continuing 
to move—significantly southwards. And while the global 
spread of believers within church families differs widely, 
these changes inevitably affect all CWCs. Our task was to 
consider the impact of these changes upon bilateral dia-
logues thus far, and to make recommendations to promote 
their full acknowledgement and reflection by the churches. 
We were particularly concerned with questions around the 
content, conduct and composition of dialogues, and of 
their subsequent reception.

3. Such concerns were reflected in the participants from 
CWCs, with over half being from, or working in, the 
‘South’. Our concerns were also reflected in the programme, 
in which, following a welcome from Bishop Bruno Ngo-
nyani, Chairman of the Ecumenical Commission of the 
Tanzania Episcopal Conference, we began with a presenta-
tion by a panel of church leaders on the ecumenical life of 
the churches across Tanzania, and of the particular close-
ness enjoyed by the churches in Dar es Salaam. In describ-
ing extensive cooperation spanning the Tanzania Episcopal 
Conference, the Tanzania Council of Churches, and the 
Tanzania Pentecostal Council, they underlined the impor-
tance of prayer in helping bring about ever-closer relation-
ships at every stage of their development. In many ways, 
their presentation echoed the Bishop’s comment that ‘The 
ecumenical movement in Africa has not lagged behind. We 
may not be in the forefront as far as theological dialogues 

1. Participants came from the Anglican Communion, the Baptist 
World Alliance, the Catholic Church, the Disciples Ecumenical 
Consultative Council, the Ecumenical Patriarchate, the Greek 
Patriarchate of Alexandria and all Africa, the Lutheran World 
Federation, the Mennonite World Conference, the World 
Methodist Council, the Old Catholic Union of Utrecht, the 
Organisation of African Instituted Churches, the Salvation Army, 
the World Communion of Reformed Churches and the Faith and 
Order Commission, World Council of Churches. See appendix for 
a full list.

are concerned, but we are active in the dialogue of life.’ 
Discussion and evaluation of the issues underlying these 
words, and related matters, were at the heart of our meet-
ing as the agenda unfolded.

4. In order to focus our considerations, panel presentations 
stimulated discussions led by theologians and ecumenists 
from the ‘South’ around ‘Where Christian disunity hurts 
churches in the South’ and questions of ‘North-South 
Relations within CWCs’. The issues which we identi-
fied provided a lens through which we then considered 
the reports from CWCs on the current state of bilateral 
dialogues. Further helpful context was given by Professor 
David M. Thompson who offered ‘A Brief History of the 
Forum on International Bilateral Dialogues’. 

5. We affirmed the vital role of bilateral dialogues, as means 
of helping us towards our shared goal of full, visible unity, 
pursued, as our Saviour prayed, so that the world may 
believe (John 17:21). We rejoiced that by God’s grace they 
are sources of living water for our common lives. 

6. From the start, it was acknowledged that finding appro-
priate language is fraught with challenge. Even to speak 
of [Global] “South” and “North” is to make contestable 
assumptions, and to raise questions about who decides 
which term applies to whom. Migration, whether over 
centuries or more recently, complicates the picture. Fur-
ther, we recognized that contexts, cultures, experiences, 
and so forth, are diverse and complex across both “North” 
and “South,” and that generalizations may not univer-
sally apply. We therefore use these terms in full recogni-
tion that they are less than satisfactory, and acknowledging 
that Christianity began in Palestine, and spread then in all 
directions, East, West, South and North. 

Reception

7. The Sixth Forum on Bilateral Dialogues described 
reception as “the comprehensive process by which the 
churches make their own the whole range of results of their 
encounters with each other. It is thus far more than the 
official response to the results of dialogues, although such 
responses are essential.”2 Reception is an integral part of the 
movement towards full communion.

8. The churches continue to struggle to convey the fruits 
of the bilateral dialogues. In doing so, it has been evident 
that the churches have different processes of reception, and 

2. Sixth Forum on Bilateral Dialogues, Geneva, WCC, 1995, I.1, 
Faith and Order Paper 168. 
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that every bilateral dialogue has also its own dynamics, 
language, content, methodology and goals which require 
specific processes of reception. In addition, we heard that 
some have difficulty with the term “reception” as it has 
echoes of historic mission activities that identified some 
churches as ‘sending’ and others as ‘receiving’. These mis-
sionary categories do not apply to the theological reception 
of the fruits of bilateral dialogues. We encourage sensitivity 
in stressing that ecumenical reception refers to a theologi-
cal process and is not related to mission history.

9. Bilateral dialogues are a specific way in which the 
churches are obedient to the call for Christian unity. We 
encourage the connection of unity and mission—“that 
the world may believe”—to be made explicit in all com-
munication about dialogues, including in the reports of 
dialogues. We believe this will be helpful to processes of 
reception. 

10. Reception of the dialogues is therefore not a purely 
technical or instrumental concept, nor is it another way of 
transmitting new ideas within the social institution of the 
Church. It is a process of theological renewal which makes 
it possible to see dialogue partners in new ways. In order to 
ensure effective communication of the results of bilateral 
dialogues, reception ought to be kept in mind at all stages 
of a dialogue, including in the framing of its goals, content 
and agenda, as well as, for example, by using styles and 
language that are widely accessible. Engaging at local and 
regional levels has proved to be an effective way of making 
the bilateral dialogues known and relevant. We encourage 
the practice already adopted by some bilateral dialogues in 
providing different pastoral resources and common explo-
rations by which the results are made more accessible to 
the local communities (for example, the Bible studies on 
the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification; and 
the recommendations of the 2007 Report of the Interna-
tional Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission on Unity 
and Mission Growing Together in Unity and Mission). We 
were encouraged by newer forms of reception that reflect a 
widened consensus around bilateral dialogues, for example 
the association of the World Methodist Council with the 
Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. 

11. We encourage all churches to find ways of integrating 
the results of dialogues with theological institutions train-
ing clergy and lay people. The training and formation of 
church leaders, who are likely to have a significant influence 
on relationships between local congregations, appears to be 
a particularly valuable locus for promoting reception. We 
would welcome deeper engagement by such institutions, 

for example through in depth case studies of particular dia-
logues in the light of changes in global Christianity. 

12. We rejoiced that the Lutheran World Federation and 
the Mennonite World Conference were able to celebrate 
in 2010 an act of reconciliation in Stuttgart (Germany) as 
a result of a common study of the painful aspect of their 
history. We noted that this public event resonated widely 
among Christians and hope that, where appropriate, simi-
lar events related to other dialogues may be possible. 

Context and the Content, Conduct and Composition 
of Bilateral Dialogues
13. Our reporting on the current state of the bilateral 
dialogues took place within the context of the lived real-
ity of ecumenism in Africa, and of our consideration of 
changes in global Christianity. We continued to underscore 
the importance of bilateral dialogues globally. We noted 
how the dialogues in diverse ways are responding to these 
changes in context, and acknowledged that varying degrees 
of progress have been made, and that progress continues, in 
different CWCs, dialogues, and regions, in reorienting atti-
tudes and practices. We agreed that this process of change 
should be pursued with more intentionality and commit-
ment. We suggest that further and deeper exchanges of 
respectful mutual listening, within CWCs at least as much 
as between CWCs, to explore jointly better means of mov-
ing forward. Our discussions in Dar es Salaam are only 
an initial attempt at naming and describing some of the 
particular issues at stake, and offering recommendations 
for addressing them, as appropriate to particular dialogues. 

14. The legacy of “northern” dominance is exacerbated by 
longstanding resource disparities. Historic differences in 
wealth are now compounded by recent economic trends of 
increasing inequality between rich and poor, both between 
and within countries. We encourage alertness to identify-
ing and countering the pervasive consequences, direct and 
indirect, of a lack of resources upon bilateral dialogues 
and their reception, thus contributing to continuing 
inequalities.

15. The content of dialogue can vary greatly, for example, 
reflecting whether or not there are historic divisions to be 
addressed. Dialogues may also address issues which part-
ner CWCs agree should be discussed jointly. Sometimes, 
in areas of the world which never experienced particular 
divisions historically, the relevance of these can suddenly 
become apparent, for example in relation to inter-church 
marriages. In the necessary tackling of these divisions, we 
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note the importance of ensuring they are handled in ways 
that can be related to local contexts, and that avoid rein-
forcing differences. Theological work in these and other 
areas will always remain vital and comes alive when it is 
related to the current issues faced by regional and local 
Christian communities. This may particularly be the case 
when, for example, addressing socio-economic and justice 
matters. We underlined the importance of taking care in 
these areas when setting the goals and agendas of dialogues, 
and with due attention to the breadth of contexts within 
which each CWC is represented.

16. In recent years, particularly where significant theologi-
cal agreements have been reached, including on divisive 
questions, many dialogues have moved towards deepening 
mutual understanding. Many are addressing a breadth of 
issues within the life of their churches, particularly those 
related to mission and ministry. Liturgical and pastoral 
cooperation can also often be fruitful. We encourage fur-
ther exploration and deepening of such ‘spiritual commu-
nion’, alongside more theological and practical questions 
of mutual concern.

17. We suggest that care be taken in deciding which con-
textual issues are appropriate for bilateral dialogues. While 
some subjects, such as issues of diakonia and justice, may 
also be handled in regional dialogues or in multilateral 
forums, these matters also have a proper place within bilat-
eral dialogues. We recognized that bilateral commitments 
to engage together in service can be a visible expression of 
growth in communion. Issues may also arise at the local 
level, which embody matters of international interest. Fur-
ther, we recognized that sometimes bilateral dialogues can 
engage churches and local situations beyond the reach of 
multilateral bodies. 

18. The conduct of bilateral dialogues should be pursued in 
ways that are appropriate to the participants, the breadth of 
expertise and gifts they bring, and the cultures from which 
they come. In addition to presentation and discussion of 
papers, whether in plenaries or groups, alternative meth-
odologies are increasingly being employed. We encourage 
approaches that ensure that all voices can easily be heard. 
Case studies, story-telling, prayer and artistic expression 
are some examples. Where local working groups are part of 
the dialogue process (as, perhaps also of the reception pro-
cess), care should be taken to ensure that their contribution 
is adequately reflected in final reporting.
 
19. Though the composition of bilateral dialogues contin-
ues to improve, there is still a bias towards members from 

the “North.” There are many dimensions to this, often 
rooted in the lack of adequate resources and their conse-
quences. We believe that the choice of participants in dia-
logues should be determined by the contribution they can 
make, rather than by the financial capacity of their par-
ticular churches. Hidden costs also exist which may addi-
tionally make participation burdensome to those with less 
resources. Meanwhile, many churches in richer nations are 
experiencing serious financial as well as numerical decline, 
thereby affecting their continued ability to sustain the pri-
mary costs of dialogues. We also noted practical questions 
around such issues as the language of dialogues, time avail-
ability, and varying calendar considerations in different 
regions. We encourage including in dialogues those who 
have the potential to grow in expertise through experi-
ence, in order to help train a broader pool of leaders in 
ecumenism. 

United and Uniting Churches

20. The united and uniting churches have a particular con-
tribution to make to the wider ecumenical discussion from 
their experience of living in unity. In each case, they have 
inherited several ecclesial, liturgical and theological tradi-
tions, and their historic divisions. After union, the often-
expressed vision of drawing on “things both old and new”is 
challenged by the need to make concrete their new status 
as a united church. There is a reluctance to speak of specific 
inheritances in case it suggests a desire to return to them. 
But a renewed ‘internal dialogue’ between their heritages 
may help them in facing the demands of contemporary 
contexts. In this, their role in bilateral dialogues may be of 
assistance to them, and illuminating for their international 
partner churches, and others. Their experience of change 
within the universal Church has value for all aspects of 
global ecumenical endeavour.

21. In most cases, such unions have taken place within 
particular regions or nations. Continuing fellowship with 
their respective parent-CWC bodies is important for a vari-
ety of reasons. The successful plans of union often took 
place decades ago, and were fruitful responses to the ecu-
menical dialogue of that time. It is becoming increasingly 
difficult to recruit new participants from the united and 
uniting churches for contemporary ecumenical dialogues. 
Therefore this requires a readiness on the part of the CWCs 
to select members from such churches for dialogue teams. 
Theological seminaries in such churches ought to educate 
younger theologians to play their part in ecumenical con-
versations. CWCs must expect that united and uniting 
church participants may come from a different constituent 
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church in their union, who now speak for their united real-
ity, or indeed, they may speak from a quite different place 
in culture and generation. This is to be welcomed.

22. In fact, they do not appear as a matter of course among 
those called to dialogue by the CWCs and the rewards of 
their involvement to all the worlds’ churches should be 
recognized. We encourage greater thought to be given to 
inclusion of the united and uniting churches.

Recommendations

23. We reaffirm the first and second recommendations 
dealing with reception from the Ninth Forum on Bilateral 
Dialogues, held in Breklum in March 2008.3 We further 
offer the following recommendations for consideration 
where appropriate, arising from our own discussions:

Communicating and Evaluating the Results of the Bilateral 
Dialogues
1.   In addition to paying attention to reception through-

out the life of the dialogue, bilateral dialogues might 
also give well-resourced attention to the transmission of 
their completed work, including communications strat-
egies. The use of communication technology can greatly 
assist the wide dissemination of work of the dialogues, 
although it should be borne in mind that not all have 
equal access to such resources. 

2.   When an agreement results in a marked new relation-
ship between the Communions involved, the Commu-
nions are encouraged to prepare materials enabling the 

3. 1. We believe that it would be of value for each dialogue to 
articulate its goal in relation to its vision of the unity that Christ 
wills for his Church (cf. John 17:21).
2. We believe that it would be profitable to keep in mind right 
from the beginning of any phase of dialogue the reception of its 
results. As each dialogue is in some way a “learning process,” each 
needs to consider how this learning process may be shared with the 
wider membership of the two communities involved.
Only an abiding commitment to the ecclesial reception of 
ecumenical texts can allow these statements of convergence or 
consensus to have a reconciling and transforming effect in the life 
of our churches.
Each dialogue report might suggest some appropriate actions 
which could be taken by the leaders and believers of their 
communities on the basis of the agreements reached.
We recommend that communions find a way to mark by public 
signs their progress in dialogue. We recommend that those 
churches which have made a declaration of communion between 
themselves develop structures of unity that provide for common 
decision-making, teaching, mission and action.

agreement to be celebrated in worship throughout the 
world.

3.   Dialogues are encouraged to engage with and in regional 
contexts in the course of their work, sharing and seek-
ing contributions to the work as it develops.

4.   Further consideration should be given to how bilateral 
partners in one region can benefit from agreements 
in other regions, without having to invest energy and 
resources to repeat work done elsewhere, except that 
which is appropriate for the context. 

5.   The dialogues, or their parent bodies, are invited to pro-
mote the development of introductory material suitable 
for diverse regions, together with the translation of texts 
into a larger number of languages.

6.   Dialogues are encouraged to make more explicit the 
link between unity and mission, and to suggest concrete 
activities in which the Communions can be engaged as 
a result of their growth in agreement.

7.   Communions are encouraged to find ways to commu-
nicate the results of the dialogues with theological insti-
tutions training clergy and lay leaders, and to have their 
content and methods integrated into the curriculum. 
Such institutions can also be appropriate places for con-
sultation as the work develops.

8.   When dialogues address a new topic, we commend 
engagement with previous reports and agreements on 
that topic.

Context and the Content, Conduct and Composition of 
Dialogues
9.   We recommend that the content of dialogues, includ-

ing goals and agendas, be set with due regard for all 
regions of the CWCs concerned. Some topics might be 
better addressed at regional levels, and/or in multilateral 
relationships.

10.   We encourage those responsible for establishing, con-
ducting, and communicating the results of a dialogue 
to remain alert to the consequences of resource imbal-
ances and unhealthy legacies of the past. 

11.   We encourage the increased practice of appointing dia-
logue members from a wide variety of contexts, noting 
that due attention be given to the ecumenical forma-
tion that equips them to participate meaningfully in 
bilateral dialogues. 
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23. Maintaining to the Theological and Moral 
Teachings and Practices of the Early Church: 
Inter-Orthodox Pre-Assembly Consultation 
Statement 

It has been a regular practice for some 30 years that key repre-
sentatives of Orthodox member churches of the WCC prepare 
themselves for a new assembly of WCC in a preparatory confer-
ence. This report of the Orthodox pre-assembly consultation in 
Kos, Greece from 11-17 October, 2012, highlights Orthodox 
perspectives on the assembly theme as well as for the future of 
Orthodox involvement in the ecumenical movement. 

Study Questions

1.   What are specific elements in the Orthodox approach to 
the assembly theme ‘God of Life, give us justice and peace’?

2.   What are key dimensions of the Orthodox understanding of 
Christian communion as rooted in baptism and eucharist?

3.   What is the Orthodox understanding of working together 
within the WCC for justice and peace and what are key 
expectations from Orthodox churches for the post-Busan 
working period of WCC?

Preamble

1. At the initiative of the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) and under invitation of H.A.H. the Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew and with the gracious auspices of 
H. E. Metropolitan Nathanael of Kos and Nisyros, as rep-
resentatives of Eastern and Oriental Orthodox Churches 
we met in the island of Kos, Greece, from 11-17 October, 
2012, to reflect on the theme of the 10th WCC Assembly, 
to prepare ourselves for the Assembly, and to provide our 
Churches’ theological contribution to the WCC Assembly 
in 2013. The consultation was moderated jointly by H. 
E. Metropolitan Prof Dr Gennadios of Sassima on behalf 
of the Eastern Orthodox Church and H. E. Metropolitan 
Mor Eustathius Matta Roham on behalf of the Oriental 
Orthodox Church.

2. It has been a custom for the last thirty years in the World 
Council of Churches to convene an Inter-Orthodox con-
sultation prior to its Assemblies. The main purpose of 
the meeting was to study, discuss and reflect on the main 
theme and the sub-themes of the next Assembly from an 

12.   Noting that the methodologies of some dialogues are 
changing in the light of broader participation, we 
encourage dialogues to make use of a number of ways 
of engaging with a topic, using a mixture of giving 
and responding to papers, small group discussion, case 
studies, worship, artistic expression and others.

United and Uniting Churches
13.   We suggest that greater consideration be given to the 

inclusion of participants from United and Uniting 
Churches.
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Orthodox perspective in order to serve as preparation for 
all participants in Busan and to express our expectations of 
the next WCC Assembly and beyond. Numbering thirty 
seven hierarchs, priests, university professors, lay men and 
women and youth, we were warmly welcomed by. H. E. 
Metropolitan Nathanael of Kos and Nisyros at the open-
ing session with the inauguration of a new hotel chapel 
in which all delegates participated, as well as local clergy, 
together with lay and local authorities. After an introduc-
tion of the aim of the consultation and theological reflec-
tions on the theme, concerns and hopes for the future by 
H. E. Metropolitan Prof. Dr Gennadios of Sassima (Ecu-
menical Patriarchate) and a short introduction of all the 
participants, our group devoted numerous sessions to hear-
ing from participants about the themes and sub-themes of 
the upcoming Assembly in Busan, “God of life, lead us to 
justice and peace.” The themes raised in these presentations 
are summarized in the following sections of this statement.

3. Each working day started with prayer in the newly inau-
gurated chapel. A special moment of prayer took place on 
Saturday, October 13 by H. G. Bishop Hovagim Manoo-
gian (Armenian Apostolic Church, Mother See of Holy 
Etchmiadzin) at the announcement of the passing away of 
the Armenian Patriarch of Jerusalem Archbishop Torgom 
Manoogian. The fact that the meeting took place in Greece 
gave us the opportunity to visit local congregations and 
thus to have direct contact with the Greek people who are 
facing a deep economic crisis. We prayed for Greece and 
expressed our hope that the economic crisis will soon be 
overcome. Members of our consultation coming from the 
Middle East informed us about new developments in the 
region. All participants in the consultation, expressing our 
deep concern for the escalation of violence in the region, 
especially in Syria, prayed for peace in the Middle East, 
expressing our hope that God of life will lead the region 
and the entire world to peace and justice.

Theological Reflections on the Assembly Theme

4. In Orthodox spiritual experience and according to 
patristic tradition,

The Godhead is very life, and the Only-begotten God 
is God, and life, and truth, and every conceivable thing 
that is lofty and divine, while the creation draws from 
Him its supply of good, it may hence be evident that if 
it is in life by partaking of life, it will surely, if it ceases 
from this participation, cease from life also.1 

1. Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium, GNO I.1 & II.2, Book 3, 
ch. 6, 75.1.

Thus, the Divine Life means the Holy Trinity, Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit.

5. Humankind is created free, according to the image and 
likeness of God,2 in order to reach godliness and glorifica-
tion through a life-giving relation with God. The misuse of 
our freedom, however, led to the disruption of the commu-
nion with our Creator, and therefore to death. Sin, accord-
ing to patristic teaching, consists precisely of this break. 
From that point, disruption is experienced at all levels of 
human life and it extends to the rest of creation. After the 
fall, our relationship with ourselves, with the other, and 
with creation became antagonistic and controlled by the 
flesh.3 This leads then to all kinds of discrimination, injus-
tice and conflict, to the exploitation of the weak by the 
powerful, as well as environmental consequences.

6. The tragic effects on human nature and all creation 
after the separation from the God of life are overturned in 
Jesus Christ: “I came that they may have life, and have it 
abundantly.”4 In Jesus Christ, who is the Son of God, the 
uncreated was united with the created. Transcending His 
transcendence, God entered human life and history, healed 
human nature corrupted by sin, and renewed the relation-
ships between God and humanity, among human beings, 
and between humanity and the created world. He accom-
plished this through His passion, crucifixion, resurrection 
from the dead, and ascension to heaven. And following the 
event of Pentecost, Christ remains present with us through 
the Holy Spirit in the Church. In Christ’s salvific work, 
unity, righteousness, justice, and peace were achieved. Thus 
the Gospel of salvation is the word of reconciliation.

7. Baptism, as the sharing in the death and resurrection of 
Christ, introduces every Christian into the life of Christ, 
into communion with God and with all humanity that is 
created according to His image. The baptismal formula 
recalls the Trinitarian life itself, the Father is the Source 
of life, the Son is the Principle of life, and the Holy Spirit 
is the One who vivifies.5 This communion is maintained 
through our sharing in the Eucharistic body and blood of 
Christ. Thus, Christian communion is not a mere abstrac-
tion or simply social awareness, but is by God’s grace a 
sharing in the very life of Christ, which begins for us at 

2. Gregory of Nyssa, De mortuis non esse dolendum, GNO IX, 54, 
10.
3. Rom. 8.6.
4. John 10.10.
5. Gregory of Nyssa, Anima et resurrectione, PG 46, 60C; 
Canticum canticorum, GNO VI, 271,12; Adv. Macedonium, GNO 
III/1, 271,12; Epistolae, GNO VIII/2, 33, 5-6).
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Baptism and is maintained through our Eucharistic life in 
the Church. 

8. In the light of the incarnation, justice and peace are 
understood not as subjective conditions, but are experi-
enced as gifts of the Holy Spirit by those who accept the 
grace of God. Justice leads to peace, and vice versa. Jus-
tice and peace are therefore interrelated realities; both exist 
together and express our relation to God (peace with God), 
to ourselves (peace with one’s conscience), to others (peace 
with one’s neighbour), and to the created world (responsi-
ble stewardship over creation). Justice and peace, founded, 
following Christ’s example, on unconditional love and 
self-sacrifice, rise above their common social meaning 
and become an expression of transfigured life in Christ, 
beyond human wisdom, human passions, ambitions, and 
selfishness.

9. The Lord, in His final prayer before His passion, prayed 
for unity, peace, and justice (John 17.21), and this remains 
our calling today. Nevertheless, due to our weakness and 
our failure to respond to the life in Christ, to transfigure 
our hearts and minds in the light of His truth, we both 
experience and, at times, cause divisions, wars, injustice, 
and the degradation of our physical environment. 

10. Responding to Christ’s words, “in the same way, let 
your light so shine before others, that they may see your 
good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Mt 
5.16), Christians are called to work together for the resto-
ration of justice, peace and unity on the basis of Christ’s 
message and God’s love for humanity. In this perspective 
it is imperative to transcend both passivity and violence 
by finding a third way: “Do not repay anyone evil for evil, 
but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all” (Rom 
12.17).

11. Our work together within the WCC for justice and 
peace will contribute to the unity of Christian mission 
and make the Churches more credible in the eyes of the 
societies in which we live. This work for justice and peace 
may be carried out with secular agencies that promote 
human rights, though for Christians, our basis comes from 
the Gospel, which affirms the absolute value and dignity 
both of humanity and of creation, and not from a secu-
lar, human rights agenda. Working on healing and peace-
building with all people of good will is an appropriate way 
for Christians to seek justice and peace in our fragmented 
and suffering world. All people on earth need our charity, 
prayers, and solidarity.

12. In the life of the Orthodox Churches, we pray cease-
lessly for unity, justice and peace. The Divine Liturgy, from 
the opening litany to the conclusion of the anaphora, con-
tains numerous prayers for the unity of the Church and 
the world, and the service concludes with the command to 
“Go in peace,” instructing the faithful to bring God’s peace 
to their homes and to the world around them. Christians 
are thus called to work for the transformation of the world, 
bringing about God’s justice and peace wherever they hap-
pen to be.

13. The theme of the Assembly, “God of Life, Lead Us to 
Justice and Peace,” challenges us and our Churches to work 
together to realize this vision of unity, justice, and peace 
in its rich eschatological perspective, as described by the 
Prophet Isaiah: 

He shall judge between the nations, and shall 
arbitrate for many peoples; they shall beat their 
swords into plowshares, and their spears into prun-
ing hooks. Nations shall not lift sword against 
nation, neither shall they learn war any more. 
(Is 2.4)

The wolf shall live with the lamb, the leopard shall 
lie down with the kid, the calf and the lion and the 
fatling together, and a little child shall lead them, the 
nursing child shall play over the hole of the asp, and 
the weaned child shall put its hand on the adder’s den. 
(Is 11.6-9)

This is the vision of the New Heaven and Earth, where 
Christ will “fill all in all” (Eph 1.22). 

Porto Alegre to Busan

14. Our Consultation reviewed the work of the WCC 
since the Porto Alegre Assembly. We did so with the aware-
ness of the challenges facing the ecumenical movement 
today. These challenges include the world financial crisis, 
which has had a strong impact on our Churches and on the 
WCC. We noted as well the multiplicity of local, regional, 
and international ecumenical organizations, which leads 
of necessity to a constant reconsideration of the ways in 
which the WCC can best fulfill its mission of calling for 
Christian unity.

15. We reviewed the participation of the Orthodox in 
the activities of the WCC during this period, noting par-
ticularly our active participation in the work of the Com-
missions (Faith and Order, Mission and Evangelism, and 
the Church Commission for International Affairs), of the 
Joint Working Groups (with the Roman Catholic Church, 
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with the Pentecostal Churches), of the Assembly Planning 
Committee, as well as of the ongoing WCC governance 
review, which seeks to implement the recommendations of 
the Special Commission in the day-to-day operations of 
the WCC. We noted as well the active participation of our 
two Orthodox families of Churches in hosting important 
strategic and programmatic events. Similarly, there was 
significant Orthodox participation in various ecumenical 
events as members of WCC delegations. There was also a 
concerted effort to increase the participation of Orthodox 
women and youth, an effort that needs to be continued 
and strengthened.

16. The multiple visits too many of our Churches by the 
WCC General Secretary provided further evidence of our 
close connection to the WCC. We note also the significant 
presence of Orthodox staff in Geneva, including in leader-
ship positions, which ensures that the Orthodox presence 
is consistent in all the activities of the central offices of the 
WCC. We hope that this presence will be even further 
enhanced. 

17. In particular, we wish to note a number of important 
International Inter-Orthodox Consultations that were 
held, several with significant financial contributions from 
the host churches:

18. The first, held in Sibiu, Romania, on 9-12 November 
2010, addressed the issue of “The Ecumenical Movement 
in Theological Education and in the Life of Orthodox 
Churches.” The consultation stressed the critical role of 
our educational institutions in raising awareness about the 
ecumenical movement, and especially in preparing both 
faculty and students, in a responsible and critical fashion, 
to face the challenges and questions posed to us in a reli-
giously pluralistic world.

19. The second, held in Aghia Napa, Cyprus, on 2-9 
March 2011, prepared a common Orthodox response to 
the Faith and Order Study, “The Nature and Mission of the 
Church.” The assembled group addressed the many eccle-
siological problems and challenges raised by the statement 
and made substantial suggestions for sharpening and clari-
fying the text. Subsequently, these and other suggestions 
have been incorporated in a new statement on unity that 
will be presented at the Assembly in Busan.

20. Additional events took place in July 2009 in Bucha-
rest, Romania, in September 2009 in Leros, Greece, and in 
October 2010 in Damascus, Syria—these were convened 
to prepare Orthodox delegates for the International Peace 

Convocation held in Kingston, Jamaica, in May 2011, and 
also assisted the Orthodox in articulating an Orthodox 
approach to peace with justice.

Expectations for Busan and Beyond

21. As Orthodox Churches we are aware of our imperatives 
and challenges, as well as of the critical issues that Christian 
churches are facing today in the world.

22. Orthodox Churches—both Eastern and Oriental—call 
for a stronger focus in the WCC on the search for Chris-
tian Unity. We often hear comments about the crisis in the 
ecumenical movement and about the lack of interest in 
unity or the lack of a clear vision about the nature of this 
unity. To a great extent, this is a consequence of the fact 
that the idea of visible unity is seen as unrealistic by many 
ecumenical partners, the Orthodox among them. We see 
this as a consequence of the developments taking place in 
some member churches over the last forty years (e.g., the 
ordination of women, different approaches to moral and 
ethical issues, etc.). The gap between member churches is 
thus growing wider. On the other hand, the growing par-
ticipation in the ecumenical movement of Churches which 
are not members of the WCC and which bring to the dia-
logue new ecclesiological considerations and new under-
standings of unity as mission, adds new challenges to the 
search for unity, particularly when such churches apply for 
WCC membership.

23. The most appropriate way to resolve this situation 
would be to go back to the theological and moral teachings 
and practices of the early Church, moving to a patristic 
understanding of the Holy Scriptures and ethical values. A 
re-reading together of the patristic heritage would enable us 
all to find common ground, and this will give the churches 
in the WCC the ability to move forward and to revitalize 
the whole ecumenical movement. It is our hope that the 
Faith and Order Commission will continue with such an 
approach.

24. In Busan and beyond, we will be meeting and discuss-
ing together in the spirit of a fellowship of churches. In 
doing so, we should all give due attention to the observance 
of the Consensus procedure and the preservation of its ethos, 
especially in taking decisions on membership matters. 

25. In our deliberations, we have realized the importance of 
a number of policy statements and other documents which 
are very important for our participation in the WCC. We 
would therefore urge both our Churches and the WCC to 
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develop serious ecumenical formation, particularly for the 
younger generation, based on such statements (particularly 
the Toronto Statement; the Policy Statement on CUV; the 
Report of the Special Commission on Orthodox Participa-
tion in the WCC, etc.).

26. As Orthodox Churches—which identify both their his-
tory and their present with the mystery of the Cross, the 
suffering and resurrection of the Lord—we are deeply con-
cerned with the conflicts, human rights violations, terrorist 
actions and persecutions taking place in different parts of 
the world. We are particularly concerned with the situa-
tions in the Middle East and Asia. We believe that conflicts 
must be solved only through peaceful means and dialogue, 
and not through military action. We call and pray for the 
immediate cessation of violence in these areas, as in all 
places where conflict is occurring, and for the universal 
observance of self-determination and good governance.

27. We believe strongly that we, together with all mem-
ber churches, should continue—now more than ever—to 
promote inter-religious dialogue on issues concerning peace 
and reconciliation in the world. New and effective dialogue 
strategies are needed to prevent extremism and to ensure 
that religion is not used as a dangerous instrument of dis-
order and to justify violence. We believe that peace and 
reconciliation cannot be achieved without a respect for 
human rights and without the promotion of fundamental 
spiritual values—especially among the youth. Thus we call 
on the WCC to expand its peace-making efforts.

28. We encourage the WCC to help churches in the work 
of strengthening their mission of evangelization, but at the 
same time we condemn proselytism, which we consider to be 
a major obstacle for our common witness and unity in mis-
sion. The Orthodox Churches, both Eastern and Oriental, 
have, through their dynamic theology and their living wit-
ness in places of suffering and human need, contributed in 
a substantial way to the missionary tasks of the WCC; and 
they are ready to meet the new challenges in today’s world, 

taking into account the constantly increasing and alarming 
human needs in places of conflict and persecution, as well 
as in the ever more secular “developed” world that rejects 
or ignores Christianity and Christian values.

29. We deeply acknowledge our common responsibility for 
spreading the message of the protection of nature and the 
environment. We urge the WCC to continue its work and 
find more strategic partners in the work of eco-justice and 
sustainable development. All humankind is responsible for 
the condition of the world and God’s creation. Resource 
depletion, environmental pollution, as well as the increase 
in the world’s population, all urgently require joint efforts 
by all nations to preserve the variety and quality of life. 
Guided by God’s commandment about being good stew-
ards over the created world (Gen 2.15), the Orthodox 
Churches call on the WCC to engage in visible actions 
aiming at protection of nature and the environment.

30. We appreciate the initiative of the General Secretary of 
the WCC to appoint a working group to propose a state-
ment on unity to be presented at the next General Assem-
bly. Such a statement will emphasize the primary purpose 
of the fellowship of Churches to seek the full visible unity 
of the Church. A draft of the Unity Statement was pre-
sented to our gathering and we were given to opportunity 
to comment on the text. We noted that diversity should 
not be celebrated in cases where diversity leads to division 
and disunity. On the issue of the unity of all creation, we 
suggest that the statement might draw on the existing work 
of our Churches on the theology of creation and on ecol-
ogy. We urge greater clarity in the ecclesial language of the 
text, a richer theological content, as well as an articulation 
of the doctrinal divisions that separate us.

31. “Blessed are those who observe justice, who do righ-
teousness at all times” (Ps 106.3).
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24. Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 
Justification by the Lutheran World Federation 
and the Catholic Church

The Joint Declaration of the Doctrine of Justification by the 
Lutheran World Federation and the Catholic Church is the 
famous theological joint declaration between LWF and the 
Roman Catholic Church from 1997 to settle one of the most 
disputed areas of the historic Reformation, i.e. the understand-
ing of the doctrine of justification by faith and the doctrinal 
condemnations between the two churches which were put for-
ward in the subsequent centuries.

Study Questions

1.   What is the main intention of the Joint Declaration and 
what is not its intention? What is its relation to the histori-
cal doctrinal documents and condemnations on this issue?

2.   What are Biblical roots and common elements in the 
understanding of justification?

3.   What are the implications and consequences of the Joint 
Declaration on Justification for more progress in Christian 
unity and mutual ecclesial recognition?

Preamble

1. The doctrine of justification was of central importance 
for the Lutheran Reformation of the sixteenth century. 
It was held to be the “first and chief article”1 and at the 
same time the “ruler and judge over all other Christian 
doctrines.”2 The doctrine of justification was particularly 
asserted and defended in its Reformation shape and special 
valuation over against the Roman Catholic Church and 
theology of that time, which in turn asserted and defended 
a doctrine of justification of a different character. From the 
Reformation perspective, justification was the crux of all 
the disputes. Doctrinal condemnations were put forward 
both in the Lutheran Confessions3 and by the Roman 
Catholic Church’s Council of Trent. These condemnations 
are still valid today and thus have a church-dividing effect.

1. The Smalcald Articles, II, 1; Book of Concord, 292.
2. “Rector et judex super omnia genera doctrinarum” Weimar 
Edition of Luther’s Works (WA), 39, I, 205.
3. It should be noted that some Lutheran churches include only the 
Augsburg Confession and Luther’s Small Catechism among their 
binding confessions. These texts contain no condemnations about 
justification in relation to the Roman Catholic Church.

2. For the Lutheran tradition, the doctrine of justification 
has retained its special status. Consequently it has also from 
the beginning occupied an important place in the official 
Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue.

3. Special attention should be drawn to the following 
reports: “The Gospel and the Church” (1972)4 and “Church 
and Justification” (1994)5 by the Lutheran-Roman Catho-
lic Joint Commission, “Justification by Faith” (1983)6 of 
the Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue in the USA and 
“The Condemnations of the Reformation Era—Do They 
Still Divide?” (1986) 7 by the Ecumenical Working Group 
of Protestant and Catholic theologians in Germany. Some 
of these dialogue reports have been officially received by 
the churches. An important example of such reception is 
the binding response of the United Evangelical-Lutheran 
Church of Germany to the “Condemnations” study, made 
in 1994 at the highest possible level of ecclesiastical recog-
nition together with the other churches of the Evangelical 
Church in Germany.8

4. In their discussion of the doctrine of justification, all 
the dialogue reports as well as the responses show a high 
degree of agreement in their approaches and conclusions. 
The time has therefore come to take stock and to sum-
marize the results of the dialogues on justification so that 
our churches may be informed about the overall results of 
this dialogue with the necessary accuracy and brevity, and 
thereby be enabled to make binding decisions.

5. The present Joint Declaration has this intention: namely, 
to show that on the basis of their dialogue the subscrib-
ing Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic Church9 
are now able to articulate a common understanding of our 
justification by God’s grace through faith in Christ. It does 
not cover all that either church teaches about justification; 
4. Report of the Joint Lutheran-Roman Catholic Study 
Commission, published in Growth in Agreement (New York; 
Geneva, 1984), pp. 168-189.
5. Published by the Lutheran World Federation (Geneva, 1994).
6. Lutheran and Catholics in Dialogue VII (Minneapolis, 1985).
7. Minneapolis, 1990.
8. “Gemeinsame Stellungnahme der Arnoldshainer Konferenz, 
der Vereinigten Kirche und des Deutschen Nationalkomitees des 
Lutherischen Weltbundes zum Dokument ’Lehrverurteilungen—
kirchentrennend?’,“ Ökumenische Rundschau 44 (1995): 99-102; 
See also the position papers which underlie this resolution, 
in Lehrverurteilungen im Gespräch, Die ersten offiziellen 
Stellungnahmen aus den evangelischen Kirchen in Deutschland 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1993).
9. The word “church” is used in this Declaration to reflect the self-
understandings of the participating churches, without intending to 
resolve all the ecclesiological issues related to this term.
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it does encompass a consensus on basic truths of the doc-
trine of justification and shows that the remaining dif-
ferences in its explication are no longer the occasion for 
doctrinal condemnations.

6. Our Declaration is not a new, independent presentation 
alongside the dialogue reports and documents to date, let 
alone a replacement of them. Rather, as the appendix of 
sources shows, it makes repeated reference to them and 
their arguments.

7. Like the dialogues themselves, this Joint Declaration 
rests on the conviction that in overcoming the earlier 
controversial questions and doctrinal condemnations, the 
churches neither take the condemnations lightly nor do 
they disavow their own past. On the contrary, this Decla-
ration is shaped by the conviction that in their respective 
histories our churches have come to new insights. Develop-
ments have taken place which not only make possible, but 
also require the churches to examine the divisive questions 
and condemnations and see them in a new light.

1. Biblical Message of Justification

8. Our common way of listening to the word of God in 
Scripture has led to such new insights. Together we hear the 
gospel that “God so loved the world that he gave his only 
Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not per-
ish but may have eternal life” (John 3:16). This good news 
is set forth in Holy Scripture in various ways. In the Old 
Testament we listen to God’s word about human sinfulness 
(Ps 51:1-5; Dan 9:5f; Eccl/Qo 8:9f; Ezra 9:6f ) and human 
disobedience (Gen 3:1-19; Neh 9:16f,26) as well as of 
God’s “righteousness” (Isa 46:13; 51:5-8; 56:1 [cf. 53:11]; 
Jer 9:24) and “judgment” (Eccl/Qo 12:14; Ps 9:5f; 76:7-9).

9.In the New Testament diverse treatments of “righteous-
ness” and “justification” are found in the writings of Mat-
thew (5:10; 6:33; 21:32), John (16:8-11), Hebrews (5:3; 
10:37f ), and James (2:14-26).10 In Paul’s letters also, the gift 
of salvation is described in various ways, among others: “for 
freedom Christ has set us free” (Gal 5:1-13; cf. Rom 6:7), 
“reconciled to God” (2 Cor 5:18-21; cf. Rom 5:11), “peace 
with God” (Rom 5:1), “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17), “alive 
to God in Christ Jesus” (Rom 6:11,23), or “sanctified in 

10. Cf. “Malta Report,” paras. 26-30; Justification by Faith, para. 
122-147. At the request of the US dialogue on justification, the 
non-Pauline New Testament texts were addressed in Righteousness 
in the New Testament, by John Reumann, with responses by Joseph 
A. Fitzmyer and Jerome D. Quinn (Philadelphia; New York: 
1982), pp. 124-180. The results of this study were summarized in 
the dialogue report Justification by Faith in paras. 139-142.

Christ Jesus” (cf. 1 Cor 1:2; 1:30; 2 Cor 1:1). Chief among 
these is the “justification” of sinful human beings by God’s 
grace through faith (Rom 3:23-25), which came into par-
ticular prominence in the Reformation period.

10.Paul sets forth the gospel as the power of God for salva-
tion of the person who has fallen under the power of sin, as 
the message that proclaims that “the righteousness of God 
is revealed through faith for faith” (Rom 1:16f ) and that 
grants “justification” (Rom 3:21-31). He proclaims Christ 
as “our righteousness” (1 Cor 1:30), applying to the risen 
Lord what Jeremiah proclaimed about God himself (Jer 
23:6). In Christ’s death and resurrection all dimensions of 
his saving work have their roots for he is “our Lord, who 
was put to death for our trespasses and raised for our justifi-
cation” (Rom 4:25). All human beings are in need of God’s 
righteousness, “since all have sinned and fall short of the 
glory of God” (Rom 3:23; cf. Rom 1:18-3:20; 11:32; Gal 
3:22). In Galatians (3:6) and Romans (4:3-9), Paul under-
stands Abraham’s faith (Gen 15:6) as faith in the God who 
justifies the sinner (Rom 4:5) and calls upon the testimony 
of the Old Testament to undergird his gospel that this 
righteousness will be reckoned to all who, like Abraham, 
trust in God’s promise. “For the righteous will live by faith 
(Hab 2:4; cf. Gal 3:11; Rom 1:17). In Paul’s letters, God’s 
righteousness is also God’s power for those who have faith 
(Rom 1:16f; 2 Cor 5:21). In Christ he makes it our righ-
teousness (2 Cor 5:21). Justification becomes ours through 
Christ Jesus “whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atone-
ment by his blood, effective through faith” (Rom 3:25; see 
3:21-28). “For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God—not 
the result of works” (Eph 2:8f ).

11. Justification is the forgiveness of sins (cf. Rom 3:23-
25; Acts 13:39; Lk 18:14), liberation from the dominating 
power of sin and death (Rom 5:12-21) and from the curse 
of the law (Gal 3:10-14). It is acceptance into communion 
with God: already now, but then fully in God’s coming 
kingdom (Rom 5:1f ). It unites with Christ and with his 
death and resurrection (Rom 6:5). It occurs in the recep-
tion of the Holy Spirit in baptism and incorporation into 
the one body (Rom 8:1f, 9f; I Cor 12:12f ). All this is from 
God alone, for Christ’s sake, by grace, through faith in “the 
gospel of God’s Son” (Rom 1:1-3).

12. The justified live by faith that comes from the Word of 
Christ (Rom 10:17) and is active through love (Gal 5:6), 
the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22f ). But since the justified 
are assailed from within and without by powers and desires 
(Rom 8:35-39; Gal 5:16-21) and fall into sin (1 John 
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1:8,10), they must constantly hear God’s promises anew, 
confess their sins (1 John 1:9), participate in Christ’s body 
and blood, and be exhorted to live righteously in accord 
with the will of God. That is why the Apostle says to the 
justified: “Work out your own salvation with fear and trem-
bling; for it is God who is at work in you, enabling you both 
to will and to work for his good pleasure” (Phil 2:12f ). But 
the good news remains: “there is now no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1), and in whom 
Christ lives (Gal 2:20). Christ’s “act of righteousness leads 
to justification and life for all” (Rom 5:18).

2. The Doctrine of Justification as Ecumenical Problem

13. Opposing interpretations and applications of the bibli-
cal message of justification were in the sixteenth century a 
principal cause of the division of the Western church and 
led as well to doctrinal condemnations. A common under-
standing of justification is therefore fundamental and indis-
pensable to overcoming that division. By appropriating 
insights of recent biblical studies and drawing on modern 
investigations of the history of theology and dogma, the 
post-Vatican II ecumenical dialogue has led to a notable 
convergence concerning justification, with the result that 
this Joint Declaration is able to formulate a consensus on 
basic truths concerning the doctrine of justification. In 
light of this consensus, the corresponding doctrinal con-
demnations of the sixteenth century do not apply to today’s 
partner.

3. The Common Understanding of Justification

14. The Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic 
Church have together listened to the good news proclaimed 
in Holy Scripture. This common listening, together with 
the theological conversations of recent years, has led to a 
shared understanding of justification. This encompasses a 
consensus in the basic truths; the differing explications in 
particular statements are compatible with it.

15. In faith we together hold the conviction that justifica-
tion is the work of the triune God. The Father sent his Son 
into the world to save sinners. The foundation and pre-
supposition of justification is the incarnation, death, and 
resurrection of Christ. Justification thus means that Christ 
himself is our righteousness, in which we share through the 
Holy Spirit in accord with the will of the Father. Together 
we confess: By grace alone, in faith in Christ’s saving work 
and not because of any merit on our part, we are accepted 

by God and receive the Holy Spirit, who renews our hearts 
while equipping and calling us to good works.11

16. All people are called by God to salvation in Christ. 
Through Christ alone are we justified, when we receive 
this salvation in faith. Faith is itself God’s gift through the 
Holy Spirit who works through word and sacrament in the 
community of believers and who, at the same time, leads 
believers into that renewal of life which God will bring to 
completion in eternal life.

17. We also share the conviction that the message of justi-
fication directs us in a special way towards the heart of the 
New Testament witness to God’s saving action in Christ: it 
tells us that as sinners our new life is solely due to the for-
giving and renewing mercy that God imparts as a gift and 
we receive in faith, and never can merit in any way.

18. Therefore the doctrine of justification, which takes up 
this message and explicates it, is more than just one part 
of Christian doctrine. It stands in an essential relation to 
all truths of faith, which are to be seen as internally related 
to each other. It is an indispensable criterion which con-
stantly serves to orient all the teaching and practice of our 
churches to Christ. When Lutherans emphasize the unique 
significance of this criterion, they do not deny the interre-
lation and significance of all truths of faith. When Catho-
lics see themselves as bound by several criteria, they do not 
deny the special function of the message of justification. 
Lutherans and Catholics share the goal of confessing Christ 
in all things, who alone is to be trusted above all things as 
the one Mediator (1 Tim 2:5f ) through whom God in the 
Holy Spirit gives himself and pours out his renewing gifts. 
[cf. Sources for section 3].

4. Explicating the Common Understanding  
of Justification

4.1 Human Powerlessness and Sin in Relation to Justification

19. We confess together that all persons depend completely 
on the saving grace of God for their salvation. The free-
dom they possess in relation to persons and the things of 
this world is no freedom in relation to salvation, for as sin-
ners they stand under God’s judgment and are incapable of 
turning by themselves to God to seek deliverance, of merit-
ing their justification before God, or of attaining salvation 
by their own abilities. Justification takes place solely by 

11. “All Under One Christ,” para. 14, in Growth in Agreement, 
241-247.
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God’s grace. Because Catholics and Lutherans confess this 
together, it is true to say:

20. When Catholics say that persons “cooperate” in prepar-
ing for and accepting justification by consenting to God’s 
justifying action, they see such personal consent as itself an 
effect of grace, not as an action arising from innate human 
abilities.

21. According to Lutheran teaching, human beings are 
incapable of cooperating in their salvation, because as 
sinners they actively oppose God and his saving action. 
Lutherans do not deny that a person can reject the work-
ing of grace. When they emphasize that a person can only 
receive (mere passive) justification, they mean thereby to 
exclude any possibility of contributing to one’s own justi-
fication, but do not deny that believers are fully involved 
personally in their faith, which is effected by God’s Word. 
[cf. Sources for 4.1].

4.2 Justification as Forgiveness of Sins and Making Righteous
22. We confess together that God forgives sin by grace and 
at the same time frees human beings from sin’s enslaving 
power and imparts the gift of new life in Christ. When 
persons come by faith to share in Christ, God no longer 
imputes to them their sin and through the Holy Spirit 
effects in them an active love. These two aspects of God’s 
gracious action are not to be separated, for persons are by 
faith united with Christ, who in his person is our righteous-
ness (1 Cor 1:30): both the forgiveness of sin and the saving 
presence of God himself. Because Catholics and Lutherans 
confess this together, it is true to say that:

23. When Lutherans emphasize that the righteousness of 
Christ is our righteousness, their intention is above all to 
insist that the sinner is granted righteousness before God in 
Christ through the declaration of forgiveness and that only 
in union with Christ is one’s life renewed. When they stress 
that God’s grace is forgiving love (“the favor of God”12), 
they do not thereby deny the renewal of the Christian’s life. 
They intend rather to express that justification remains free 
from human cooperation and is not dependent on the life-
renewing effects of grace in human beings.

24. When Catholics emphasize the renewal of the interior 
person through the reception of grace imparted as a gift 
to the believer,13 they wish to insist that God’s forgiving 
grace always brings with it a gift of new life, which in the 
Holy Spirit becomes effective in active love. They do not 

12. Cf. WA 8:106; American Edition 32:227.
13. Cf. DS 1528.

thereby deny that God’s gift of grace in justification remains 
independent of human cooperation. [cf. Sources for section 
4.2].

4.3 Justification by Faith and through Grace
25. We confess together that sinners are justified by faith 
in the saving action of God in Christ. By the action of the 
Holy Spirit in baptism, they are granted the gift of salva-
tion, which lays the basis for the whole Christian life. They 
place their trust in God’s gracious promise by justifying 
faith, which includes hope in God and love for him. Such 
a faith is active in love and thus the Christian cannot and 
should not remain without works. But whatever in the jus-
tified precedes or follows the free gift of faith is neither the 
basis of justification nor merits it.

26. According to Lutheran understanding, God justifies 
sinners in faith alone (sola fide). In faith they place their 
trust wholly in their Creator and Redeemer and thus live 
in communion with him. God himself effects faith as he 
brings forth such trust by his creative word. Because God’s 
act is a new creation, it affects all dimensions of the per-
son and leads to a life in hope and love. In the doctrine of 
“justification by faith alone,” a distinction but not a separa-
tion is made between justification itself and the renewal of 
one’s way of life that necessarily follows from justification 
and without which faith does not exist. Thereby the basis 
is indicated from which the renewal of life proceeds, for it 
comes forth from the love of God imparted to the person in 
justification. Justification and renewal are joined in Christ, 
who is present in faith.

27. The Catholic understanding also sees faith as funda-
mental in justification. For without faith, no justification 
can take place. Persons are justified through baptism as 
hearers of the word and believers in it. The justification of 
sinners is forgiveness of sins and being made righteous by 
justifying grace, which makes us children of God. In justi-
fication the righteous receive from Christ faith, hope, and 
love and are thereby taken into communion with him.14 
This new personal relation to God is grounded totally on 
God’s graciousness and remains constantly dependent on 
the salvific and creative working of this gracious God, who 
remains true to himself, so that one can rely upon him. 
Thus justifying grace never becomes a human possession to 
which one could appeal over against God. While Catholic 
teaching emphasizes the renewal of life by justifying grace, 
this renewal in faith, hope, and love is always dependent 
on God’s unfathomable grace and contributes nothing 

14. Cf. DS 1530.
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to justification about which one could boast before God 
(Rom 3:27). [See Sources for section 4.3].

4.4 The Justified as Sinner
28. We confess together that in baptism the Holy Spirit 
unites one with Christ, justifies, and truly renews the 
person. But the justified must all through life constantly 
look to God’s unconditional justifying grace. They also 
are continuously exposed to the power of sin still pressing 
its attacks (cf. Rom 6:12-14) and are not exempt from a 
lifelong struggle against the contradiction to God within 
the selfish desires of the old Adam (cf. Gal 5:16; Rom 7:7-
10). The justified also must ask God daily for forgiveness 
as in the Lord’s Prayer (Mt. 6:12; 1 John 1:9), are ever 
again called to conversion and penance, and are ever again 
granted forgiveness.

29. Lutherans understand this condition of the Christian as 
a being “at the same time righteous and sinner.” Believers 
are totally righteous, in that God forgives their sins through 
Word and Sacrament and grants the righteousness of Christ 
which they appropriate in faith. In Christ, they are made 
just before God. Looking at themselves through the law, 
however, they recognize that they remain also totally sin-
ners. Sin still lives in them (1 John 1:8; Rom 7:17, 20), for 
they repeatedly turn to false gods and do not love God with 
that undivided love which God requires as their Creator 
(Deut 6:5; Mt 22:36-40 pr.). This contradiction to God is 
as such truly sin. Nevertheless, the enslaving power of sin 
is broken on the basis of the merit of Christ. It no longer 
is a sin that “rules” the Christian for it is itself “ruled” by 
Christ with whom the justified are bound in faith. In this 
life, then, Christians can in part lead a just life. Despite 
sin, the Christian is no longer separated from God, because 
in the daily return to baptism, the person who has been 
born anew by baptism and the Holy Spirit has this sin for-
given. Thus this sin no longer brings damnation and eternal 
death.15 Thus, when Lutherans say that justified persons 
are also sinners and that their opposition to God is truly 
sin, they do not deny that, despite this sin, they are not sep-
arated from God and that this sin is a “ruled” sin. In these 
affirmations, they are in agreement with Roman Catholics, 
despite the difference in understanding sin in the justified.

30. Catholics hold that the grace of Jesus Christ imparted 
in baptism takes away all that is sin “in the proper sense” 
and that is “worthy of damnation” (Rom 8:1).16 There 
does, however, remain in the person an inclination (con-
cupiscence) which comes from sin and presses toward sin. 

15. Cf. Apology II: 38-45; Book of Concord, 105f.
16. Cf. DS 1515.

Since, according to Catholic conviction, human sins always 
involve a personal element and since this element is lacking 
in this inclination, Catholics do not see this inclination as 
sin in an authentic sense. They do not thereby deny that this 
inclination does not correspond to God’s original design for 
humanity and that it is objectively in contradiction to God 
and remains one’s enemy in lifelong struggle. Grateful for 
deliverance by Christ, they underscore that this inclination 
in contradiction to God does not merit the punishment 
of eternal death17 and does not separate the justified per-
son from God. But when individuals voluntarily separate 
themselves from God, it is not enough to return to observ-
ing the commandments, for they must receive pardon and 
peace in the Sacrament of Reconciliation through the word 
of forgiveness imparted to them in virtue of God’s reconcil-
ing work in Christ. [See Sources for section 4.4].

4.5 Law and Gospel
31. We confess together that persons are justified by faith in 
the gospel “apart from works prescribed by the law” (Rom 
3:28). Christ has fulfilled the law and by his death and res-
urrection has overcome it as a way to salvation. We also 
confess that God’s commandments retain their validity for 
the justified and that Christ has by his teaching and exam-
ple expressed God’s will which is a standard for the conduct 
of the justified also.

32. Lutherans state that the distinction and right order-
ing of law and gospel is essential for the understanding of 
justification. In its theological use, the law is demand and 
accusation. Throughout their lives, all persons, Christians 
also, in that they are sinners, stand under this accusation 
which uncovers their sin so that, in faith in the gospel, they 
will turn unreservedly to the mercy of God in Christ, which 
alone justifies them.

33. Because the law as a way to salvation has been fulfilled 
and overcome through the gospel, Catholics can say that 
Christ is not a lawgiver in the manner of Moses. When 
Catholics emphasize that the righteous are bound to 
observe God’s commandments, they do not thereby deny 
that through Jesus Christ God has mercifully promised to 
his children the grace of eternal life.18 [See Sources for sec-
tion 4.5].

4.6 Assurance of Salvation
34. We confess together that the faithful can rely on the 
mercy and promises of God. In spite of their own weakness 
and the manifold threats to their faith, on the strength of 

17. Cf. DS 1515.
18. Cf. DS 1545.
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Christ’s death and resurrection they can build on the effec-
tive promise of God’s grace in Word and Sacrament and so 
be sure of this grace.

35. This was emphasized in a particular way by the Reform-
ers: in the midst of temptation, believers should not look 
to themselves but look solely to Christ and trust only him. 
In trust in God’s promise they are assured of their salvation, 
but are never secure looking at themselves.

36.Catholics can share the concern of the Reformers to 
ground faith in the objective reality of Christ’s promise, to 
look away from one’s own experience, and to trust in Christ’s 
forgiving word alone (cf. Mt 16:19; 18:18). With the Sec-
ond Vatican Council, Catholics state: to have faith is to 
entrust oneself totally to God,19 who liberates us from the 
darkness of sin and death and awakens us to eternal life.20

 

In this sense, one cannot believe in God and at the same 
time consider the divine promise untrustworthy. No one 
may doubt God’s mercy and Christ’s merit. Every person, 
however, may be concerned about his salvation when he 
looks upon his own weaknesses and shortcomings. Recog-
nizing his own failures, however, the believer may yet be 
certain that God intends his salvation. [See Sources for sec-
tion 4.6].

4.7 The Good Works of the Justified
37. We confess together that good works—a Christian life 
lived in faith, hope and love—follow justification and are 
its fruits. When the justified live in Christ and act in the 
grace they receive, they bring forth, in biblical terms, good 
fruit. Since Christians struggle against sin their entire lives, 
this consequence of justification is also for them an obliga-
tion they must fulfill. Thus both Jesus and the apostolic 
Scriptures admonish Christians to bring forth the works 
of love.

38. According to Catholic understanding, good works, 
made possible by grace and the working of the Holy Spirit, 
contribute to growth in grace, so that the righteousness that 
comes from God is preserved and communion with Christ 
is deepened. When Catholics affirm the “meritorious” 
character of good works, they wish to say that, according to 
the biblical witness, a reward in heaven is promised to these 
works. Their intention is to emphasize the responsibility 
of persons for their actions, not to contest the character 
of those works as gifts, or far less to deny that justification 
always remains the unmerited gift of grace.

19. Cf. DV 5.
20. Cf. DV 5.

39. The concept of a preservation of grace and a growth in 
grace and faith is also held by Lutherans. They do empha-
size that righteousness as acceptance by God and sharing 
in the righteousness of Christ is always complete. At the 
same time, they state that there can be growth in its effects 
in Christian living. When they view the good works of 
Christians as the fruits and signs of justification and not as 
one’s own “merits”, they nevertheless also understand eter-
nal life in accord with the New Testament as unmerited 
“reward” in the sense of the fulfillment of God’s promise to 
the believer. [See Sources for section 4.7].

5. The Significance and Scope of the Consensus 
Reached

40. The understanding of the doctrine of justification set 
forth in this Declaration shows that a consensus in basic 
truths of the doctrine of justification exists between Luther-
ans and Catholics. In light of this consensus the remain-
ing differences of language, theological elabouration, and 
emphasis in the understanding of justification described in 
paras. 18 to 39 are acceptable. Therefore the Lutheran and 
the Catholic explications of justification are in their differ-
ence open to one another and do not destroy the consensus 
regarding the basic truths.

41. Thus the doctrinal condemnations of the 16th century, 
in so far as they relate to the doctrine of justification, appear 
in a new light: The teaching of the Lutheran churches pre-
sented in this Declaration does not fall under the condem-
nations from the Council of Trent. The condemnations in 
the Lutheran Confessions do not apply to the teaching of 
the Roman Catholic Church presented in this Declaration.

42. Nothing is thereby taken away from the seriousness of 
the condemnations related to the doctrine of justification. 
Some were not simply pointless. They remain for us “salu-
tary warnings” to which we must attend in our teaching 
and practice.21

43. Our consensus in basic truths of the doctrine of justifi-
cation must come to influence the life and teachings of our 
churches. Here it must prove itself. In this respect, there are 
still questions of varying importance which need further 
clarification. These include, among other topics, the rela-
tionship between the Word of God and church doctrine, as 
well as ecclesiology, ecclesial authority, church unity, min-
istry, the sacraments, and the relation between justification 
and social ethics. We are convinced that the consensus we 
have reached offers a solid basis for this clarification. The 

21. Condemnations of the Reformation Era, 27.
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Lutheran churches and the Roman Catholic Church will 
continue to strive together to deepen this common under-
standing of justification and to make it bear fruit in the life 
and teaching of the churches.

44. We give thanks to the Lord for this decisive step for-
ward on the way to overcoming the division of the church. 
We ask the Holy Spirit to lead us further toward that visible 
unity which is Christ’s will.

Resources for the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 
Justification

In parts 3 and 4 of the “Joint Declaration” formulations 
from different Lutheran-Catholic dialogues are referred to. 
They are the following documents:

“All Under One Christ,” Statement on the Augsburg Con-
fession by the Roman Catholic/Lutheran Joint Commis-
sion, 1980, in: Growth in Agreement, edited by Harding 
Meyer and Lukas Vischer, New York/Ramsey, Geneva, 
1984, 241-247.

Denzinger-Schönmetzer, Enchiridion symbolorum  32nd 
to 36th edition (hereafter: DS). Denzinger-Hünermann, 
Enchiridion symbolorum since the 37th edition (hereafter: 
DH).

Evaluation of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Chris-
tian Unity of the Study Lehrverurteilungen—kirchentren-
nend?, Vatican, 1992, unpublished document (hereafter: 
PCPCU).

Justification by Faith, Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue 
VII, Minneapolis, 1985 (hereafter: USA).

Position Paper of the Joint Committee of the United Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church of Germany and the LWF Ger-
man National Committee regarding the document “The 
Condemnations of the Reformation Era. Do They Still 
Divide?“ in: Lehrverurteilungen im Gespräch, Göttingen, 
1993 (hereafter: VELKD).

The Condemnations of the Reformation Era: Do they Still 
Divide? Edited by Karl Lehmann and Wolfhart Pannen-
berg, Minneapolis, 1990 (hereafter: LV:E)

For 3: The Common Understanding of Justification (paras 
17 and 18) (LV:E 68f; VELKD 95)

“a faith centred and forensically conceived picture of justi-
fication is of major importance for Paul and, in a sense, for 
the Bible as a whole, although it is by no means the only 
biblical or Pauline way of representing God’s saving work” 
(USA, no. 146).

 “Catholics as well as Lutherans can acknowledge the need 
to test the practices, structures, and theologies of the church 
by the extent to which they help or hinder ‘the proclama-
tion of God’s free and merciful promises in Christ Jesus 
which can be rightly received only through faith’ (para. 
28)” (USA, no. 153).

Regarding the “fundamental affirmation” (USA, no. 157; 
cf. 4) it is said:

“This affirmation, like the Reformation doctrine of jus-
tification by faith alone, serves as a criterion for judging 
all church practices, structures, and traditions precisely 
because its counterpart is ‘Christ alone’ (solus Christus). 
He alone is to be ultimately trusted as the one mediator 
through whom God in the Holy Spirit pours out his sav-
ing gifts. All of us in this dialogue affirm that all Christian 
teachings, practices, and offices should so function as to 
foster ‘the obedience of faith’ (Rom. 1:5) in God’s saving 
action in Christ Jesus alone through the Holy Spirit, for the 
salvation of the faithful and the praise and honour of the 
heavenly Father” (USA, no. 160).

“For that reason, the doctrine of justification—and, above 
all, its biblical foundation—will always retain a special func-
tion in the church. That function is continually to remind 
Christians that we sinners live solely from the forgiving 
love of God, which we merely allow to be bestowed on us, 
but which we in no way—in however modified a form—
’earn’ or are able to tie down to any preconditions or post 
conditions. The doctrine of justification therefore becomes 
the touchstone for testing at all times whether a particu-
lar interpretation of our relationship to God can claim 
the name of ’Christian.’ At the same time, it becomes the 
touchstone for the church, for testing at all times whether 
its proclamation and its praxis correspond to what has been 
given to it by its Lord” (LV:E 69).

“An agreement on the fact that the doctrine of justifica-
tion is significant not only as one doctrinal component 
within the whole of our church’s teaching, but also as the 
touchstone for testing the whole doctrine and practice of 
our churches, is—from a Lutheran point of view—funda-
mental progress in the ecumenical dialogue between our 
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churches. It cannot be welcomed enough” (VELKD 95, 
20-26; cf. 157).

“For Lutherans and Catholics, the doctrine of justification 
has a different status in the hierarchy of truth; but both 
sides agree that the doctrine of justification has its specific 
function in the fact that it is ’the touchstone for testing at 
all times whether a particular interpretation of our relation-
ship to God can claim the name of “Christian”. At the same 
time it becomes the touchstone for the church, for testing 
at all times whether its proclamation and its praxis corre-
spond to what has been given to it by its Lord’ (LV:E 69). 
The criteriological significance of the doctrine of justifica-
tion for sacramentology, ecclesiology and ethical teachings 
still deserves to be studied further” (PCPCU 96).

For 4.1: Human Powerlessness and Sin in Relation to Justi-
fication (paras 19-21) (LV:E 42ff;
46; VELKD 77-81; 83f )

“Those in whom sin reigns can do nothing to merit jus-
tification, which is the free gift of God’s grace. Even the 
beginnings of justification, for example, repentance, prayer 
for grace, and desire for forgiveness, must be God’s work in 
us” (USA, no. 156.3).

“Both are concerned to make it clear that . . . human beings 
cannot . . . cast a sideways glance at their own endeavours  
. . . But a response is not a ’work.’ The response of faith is 
itself brought about through the incoercible word of prom-
ise which comes to human beings from outside themselves. 
There can be ’cooperation’ only in the sense that in faith the 
heart is involved, when the Word touches it and creates 
faith” (LV:E 46f ).

“Where, however, Lutheran teaching construes the relation 
of God to his human creatures in justification with such 
emphasis on the divine ’monergism’ or the sole efficacy of 
Christ in such a way, that the person’s willing acceptance of 
God’s grace—which is itself a gift of God—has no essential 
role in justification, then the Tridentine canons 4, 5, 6 and 
9 still constitute a notable doctrinal difference on justifica-
tion” (PCPCU 22).

“The strict emphasis on the passivity of human beings con-
cerning their justification never meant, on the Lutheran 
side, to contest the full personal participation in believing; 
rather it meant to exclude any cooperation in the event of 
justification itself. Justification is the work of Christ alone, 
the work of grace alone” (VELKD 84,3-8).

For 4.2: Justification as Forgiveness of Sins and Making 
Righteous (paras. 22-24) (USA, nos.
98-101; LV:E 47ff; VELKD 84ff; cf. also the quotations 
for 4.3)

“By justification we are both declared and made righteous. 
Justification, therefore, is not a legal fiction. God, in justify-
ing, effects what he promises; he forgives sin and makes us 
truly righteous” (USA, no. 156,5).

“Protestant theology does not overlook what Catholic doc-
trine stresses: the creative and renewing character of God’s 
love; nor does it maintain . . . God’s impotence toward a sin 
which is ’merely’ forgiven in justification but which is not 
truly abolished in its power to divide the sinner from God” 
(LV:E 49).

“The Lutheran doctrine has never understood the ’crediting 
of Christ’s justification’ as without effect on the life of the 
faithful, because Christ’s word achieves what it promises. 
Accordingly the Lutheran doctrine understands grace as 
God’s favor, but nevertheless as effective power for where 
there is forgiveness of sins, there is also life and salvation’” 
(VELKD 86,15-23).

“Catholic doctrine does not overlook what Protestant the-
ology stresses: the personal character of grace, and its link 
with the Word; nor does it maintain grace as an objective 
’possession’ (even if a conferred possession) on the part of 
the human being—something over which he can dispose” 
(LV:E 49).

For 4.3: Justification by Faith and through Grace (paras. 
25-27) (USA, nos. 105ff; LV:E 49-
53; VELKD 87-90)

“If we translate from one language to another, then Prot-
estant talk about justification through faith corresponds to 
Catholic talk about justification through grace; and on the 
other hand, Protestant doctrine understands substantially 
under the one word ’faith’ what Catholic doctrine (follow-
ing 1 Cor. 13:13) sums up in the triad of ’faith, hope, and 
love’” (LV:E 52).

“We emphasize that faith in the sense of the first command-
ment always means love to God and hope in him and is 
expressed in the love to the neighbour” (VELKD 89,8-11).

“Catholics . . . teach as do Lutherans, that nothing prior to 
the free gift of faith merits justification and that all of God’s 
saving gifts come through Christ alone” (USA, no. 105).
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“The Reformers . . . understood faith as the forgiveness 
and fellowship with Christ effected by the word of promise 
itself. . . . This is the ground for the new being, through 
which the flesh is dead to sin and the new man or woman 
in Christ has life (sola fide per Christum). But even if this 
faith necessarily makes the human being new, the Christian 
builds his confidence, not on his own new life, but solely on 
God’s gracious promise. Acceptance in Christ is sufficient, 
if ’faith’ is understood as ’trust in the promise’ (fides promis-
sionis)” (LV:E 50).

Cf. The Council of Trent, Session 6, Chap. 7: “Conse-
quently, in the process of justification, together with the 
forgiveness of sins a person receives, through Jesus Christ 
into whom he is grafted, all these infused at the same time: 
faith, hope and charity” (DH 1530).

“According to Protestant interpretation, the faith that 
clings unconditionally to God’s promise in Word and Sac-
rament is sufficient for righteousness before God, so that 
the renewal of the human being, without which there can 
be no faith, does not in itself make any contribution to 
justification” (LV:E 52).

“As Lutherans we maintain the distinction between justifi-
cation and sanctification, of faith and works, which how-
ever implies no separation” (VELKD 89,6-8).

“Catholic doctrine knows itself to be at one with the Prot-
estant concern in emphasizing that the renewal of the 
human being does not ’contribute’ to justification, and is 
certainly not a contribution to which he could make any 
appeal before God. Nevertheless it feels compelled to stress 
the renewal of the human being through justifying grace, 
for the sake of acknowledging God’s newly creating power; 
although this renewal in faith, hope, and love is certainly 
nothing but a response to God’s unfathomable grace” (LV:E 
52f ).

“Insofar as the Catholic doctrine stresses that grace is per-
sonal and linked with the Word, that renewal . . . is cer-
tainly nothing but a response effected by God’s word itself, 
and that the renewal of the human being does not con-
tribute to justification, and is certainly not a contribution 
to which a person could make any appeal before God, our 
objection . . . no longer applies” (VELKD 89,12-21).

For 4.4: The Justified as Sinner (paras. 28-30) (USA, nos. 
102ff; LV:E 44ff; VELKD 81ff)

“For however just and holy, they fall from time to time into 
the sins that are those of daily existence. What is more, the 
Spirit’s action does not exempt believers from the lifelong 
struggle against sinful tendencies. Concupiscence and other 
effects of original and personal sin, according to Catholic 
doctrine, remain in the justified, who therefore must pray 
daily to God for forgiveness” (USA, no. 102).

“The doctrines laid down at Trent and by the Reformers 
are at one in maintaining that original sin, and also the 
concupiscence that remains, are in contradiction to God  
. . . object of the lifelong struggle against sin . . . [A]fter 
baptism, concupiscence in the person justified no longer 
cuts that person off from God; in Tridentine language, it is 
‘no longer sin in the real sense’; in Lutheran phraseology, it is 
peccatum regnatum, ‘controlled sin’” (LV:E 46).

“The question is how to speak of sin with regard to the 
justified without limiting the reality of salvation. While 
Lutherans express this tension with the term ’controlled sin’ 
(peccatum regnatum) which expresses the teaching of the 
Christian as ’being justified and sinner at the same time’ 
(simul iustus et peccator), Roman Catholics think the real-
ity of salvation can only be maintained by denying the sin-
ful character of concupiscence. With regard to this question 
a considerable rapprochement is reached if LV:E calls the 
concupiscence that remains in the justified a ’contradiction 
to God’ and thus qualifies it as sin” (VELKD 82,29-39).

For 4.5: Law and Gospel (paras. 31-33)
According to Pauline teaching this topic concerns the Jew-
ish law as means of salvation. This law was fulfilled and 
overcome in Christ. This statement and the consequences 
from it have to be understood on this basis.

With reference to Canons 19f of the Council of Trent, the 
VELKD (89,28-36) says as follows:

“The ten commandments of course apply to Christians 
as stated in many places of the confessions . . . If Canon 
20 stresses that a person . . .  is bound to keep the com-
mandments of God, this canon does not strike to us; if 
however Canon 20 affirms that faith has salvific power 
only on condition of keeping the commandments this 
applies to us. Concerning the reference of the Canon 
regarding the commandments of the church, there is no 
difference between us if these commandments are only 
expressions of the commandments of God; otherwise it 
would apply to us.”
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The last paragraph is related factually to 4.3, but empha-
sizes the ’convicting function’ of the law which is important 
to Lutheran thinking.

For 4.6: Assurance of Salvation (paras. 34-36) (LV:E 53-56; 
VELKD 90ff)

“The question is: How can, and how may, human beings 
live before God in spite of their weakness, and with that 
weakness?” (LV:E 53).

“The foundation and the point of departure [of the Reform-
ers is] . . . the reliability and sufficiency of God’s promise, 
and the power of Christ’s death and resurrection; human 
weakness, and the threat to faith and salvation which that 
involves” (LV:E 56).

The Council of Trent also emphasizes that “it is necessary 
to believe that sins are not forgiven, nor have they ever 
been forgiven, save freely by the divine mercy on account 
of Christ;” and that we must not doubt “the mercy of God, 
the merit of Christ and the power and efficacy of the sacra-
ments; so it is possible for anyone, while he regards himself 
and his own weakness and lack of dispositions, to be anx-
ious and fearful about his own state of grace” (Council of 
Trent, Session 6, chapter 9, DH 1534).

“Luther and his followers go a step farther. They urge that 
the uncertainty should not merely be endured. We should 
avert our eyes from it and take seriously, practically, and 
personally the objective efficacy of the absolution pro-
nounced in the sacrament of penance, which comes ‘ from 
outside.’  . . . Since Jesus said, ‘   Whatever you loose on earth 
shall be loosed in heaven’ (Matt. 16:19), the believer . . . 
would declare Christ to be a liar . . . if he did not rely with 
a rock-like assurance on the forgiveness of God uttered in 
the absolution. . . . This reliance can itself be subjectively 
uncertain—that the assurance of forgiveness is not a secu-
rity of forgiveness (securitas); but this must not be turned 
into yet another problem, so to speak: the believer should 
turn his eyes away from it, and should look only to Christ’s 
word of forgiveness” (LV:E 53f ).

“Today Catholics can appreciate the Reformer’s efforts to 
ground faith in the objective reality of Christ’s promise, 
’whatsoever you loose on earth . . .’ and to focus believers 
on the specific word of absolution from sins. . . . Luther’s 
original concern to teach people to look away from their 
experience, and to rely on Christ alone and his word of 
forgiveness [is not to be condemned]” (PCPCU 24).

A mutual condemnation regarding the understanding of 
the assurance of salvation “can even less provide grounds 
for mutual objection today—particularly if we start from 
the foundation of a biblically renewed concept of faith. For 
a person can certainly lose or renounce faith, and self-com-
mitment to God and his word of promise. But if he believes 
in this sense, he cannot at the same time believe that God is 
unreliable in his word of promise. In this sense it is true 
today also that—in Luther’s words—faith is the assurance 
of salvation” (LV:E 56).

With reference to the concept of faith of Vatican II, see 
Dogmatic Constitution on Divine revelation, no. 5: “’The 
obedience of faith’ . . . must be given to God who reveals, 
an obedience by which man entrusts his whole self freely 
to God, offering ’the full submission of intellect and will to 
God who reveals,’ and freely assenting to the truth revealed 
by Him.”

“The Lutheran distinction between the certitude (certi-
tudo) of faith which looks alone to Christ and earthly secu-
rity (securitas), which is based on the human being, has 
not been dealt with clearly enough in the LV. The question 
whether a Christian “has believed fully and completely” 
(LV:E 53) does not arise for the Lutheran understanding, 
since faith never reflects on itself, but depends completely 
on God, whose grace is bestowed through word and sacra-
ment, thus from outside (extra nos)” (VELKD 92,2-9).

For 4.7: The Good Works of the Justified (paras. 37-39) 
(LV:E 66ff, VELKD 90ff)

“But the Council excludes the possibility of earning grace—
that is, justification—(can. 2; DS 1552) and bases the earn-
ing or merit of eternal life on the gift of grace itself, through 
membership in Christ (can. 32: DS 1582). Good works are 
‘merits’ as a gift. Although the Reformers attack ‘Godless 
trust’ in one’s own works, the Council explicitly excludes 
any notion of a claim or any false security (cap. 16: DS 
1548f). It is evident . . . that the Council wishes to estab-
lish a link with Augustine, who introduced the concept 
of merit, in order to express the responsibility of human 
beings, in spite of the ‘bestowed’ character of good works” 
(LV:E 66).

If we understand the language of “cause” in Canon 24 
in more personal terms, as it is done in chapter 16 of the 
Decree on Justification, where the idea of communion with 
Christ is foundational, then we can describe the Catholic 
doctrine on merit as it is done in the first sentence of the 
second paragraph of 4.7: growth in grace, perseverance in 
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righteousness received from God and a deeper communion 
with Christ.

“Many antitheses could be overcome if the misleading 
word ‘merit’ were simply to be viewed and thought about 
in connection with the true sense of the biblical term ‘wage’ 
or reward” (LV:E 67).

“The Lutheran confessions stress that the justified person is 
responsible not to lose the grace received but to live in it … 
Thus the confessions can speak of a preservation of grace 
and a growth in it. If righteousness in Canon 24 is under-
stood in the sense that it affects human beings, then it does 
not strike to us. But if ‘righteousness’ in Canon 24 refers 
to the Christian’s acceptance by God, it strikes to us; for 
this righteousness is always perfect; compared with it the 
works of Christians are only ‘fruits’ and ‘signs’” (VELKD 
94,2-14).

“Concerning Canon 26, we refer to the Apology where 
eternal life is described as reward: 
‘. . . We grant that eternal life is a reward because it is some-
thing that is owed—not because of our merits but because 
of the promise’” (VELKD 94,20-24).

28. We Believe in the Holy Spirit, the Church 
and the Life of the World to Come: Part III of 
the Faith and Order Study “Confessing the 
One Faith”

One of the last assemblies of WCC, i.e., the assembly in Can-
berra 1991, was marked by a controversy about how to under-
stand the work and activity of the Holy Spirit both within the 
church as well as in the whole word. At the same time, one 
of the key theological documents on the understanding of the 
work of the Holy Spirit was developed by Faith and Order in 
the noted study project on a common understanding of the One 
Apostolic Faith which had started with the Standing Commis-
sion of Faith and Order in 1981 (Chambesy Consultation). 
The third part of the overall report which was brought together 
by Dr Hans-Georg Link (at that time Faith and Order Execu-
tive Staff) provided a detailed account of common understand-
ings and still divergent perceptions in the understanding of the 
Holy Spirit. It can be regarded as one of the most profound 
documents on this issue within the WCC debates. 

Study Questions

1.   According to the study document, what, in the biblical 
tradition, is the relationship between the Spirit present in 
Christ and his ministry and the one active in the whole of 
creation?

2.   What are differences between those Christians that believe 
in an activity of the Holy Spirit also outside the Church 
and those arguing that the Holy Spirit is active only within 
the church? What does the study document offer to both 
sides for better dialogue and broader understanding?

3.   How does the study document interpret the relevance of the 
Holy Spirit for the understanding of the Church and the 
nota ecclesia? 

A. The Holy Spirit

193. The church confesses and worships the Holy Spirit, 
“the Lord, the Giver of life”. And it is only in the power of 
the Holy Spirit that Christian faith and its confessions are 
possible. Because the God whom we confess in the Creed 
is revealed as a Triune God, faith in the Holy Spirit is never 
to be isolated from faith in the Father and in the son. In the 
Church the Holy Spirit is never experienced, confessed or 
worshipped apart from the Father and the Son. As the Lord 
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and Giver of life, the Holy Spirit enables our communion 
with the Father and the Son and is, therefore, fundamental 
to Christian faith, life and hope.

194. Faith in the Holy Spirit is also fundamental to our 
understanding of the Church, to our confession of one 
baptism for the remission of sins, and to our expectation 
of the resurrection of the dead and the life of the world to 
come.

195. There are many challenges to the confession of the 
Holy Spirit today. Among them the most pressing are: the 
conflict between East and West as to the filioque; the rela-
tion of the divine Spirit to the human spirit, conscious-
ness and conscience; the relation of the Holy Spirit to the 
prophecy of the Old Covenant and the gift of prophecy in 
the church; the criteria for the discernment of the activity 
of the Spirit within the church; and the question of the 
activity of the Spirit outside the Church.

I. The Creed and Its Biblical Witness
a) The Text of the Creed
196. “ We believe in the Holy Spirit, 

the Lord, the Giver of life, 
who proceeds from the Father. 
Who, with the Father and the Son, 
is worshipped and glorified. 
Who has spoken through the Prophets.”

(AC: “I believe in the Holy Spirit.”)

197. When in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed the 
Fathers of the Church confessed their faith in the Holy 
Spirit, they were receiving and witnessing the faith trans-
mitted since the apostolic age. They were also influenced 
in their confession by the questions of several Christian 
groups relating to the Holy Spirit and even by the denial of 
some of the divinity of the third person of the Trinity. They 
were also concerned with clarifying the common faith of 
the church which was already confessed either implicitly or 
in a variety of expressions, especially in the liturgical life. 
Baptism was administered in the name of the Father, the 
Son and the Holy Spirit; and in the variety of doxologi-
cal forms, the Holy Spirit was glorified together with the 
Father and the Son.

Commentary

The Creed does not call the Holy Spirit “God” as it 
does the Son when it refers to him as “true God of 
true God”. The creed does not use, as does later theol-
ogy, the term homoousios to describe the identity of the 

Holy Spirit in relation to God the Father, as it does 
to describe the identity of the divinity of the Son in 
relation to the Father. In using the title “Lord” for the 
Holy Spirit, however, the Creed affirms that the spirit’s 
divinity is exactly that of the Father and the Son which 
was defended through the use of the term homoousios. 
Thereby the Church establishes its doctrine of the Holy 
Trinity of three divine persons (or hypostasis)—Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit—in the perfect unity of one and 
the same divine being (ousia). 

b) Biblical Witness
198. The first Christian generation affirmed the Holy 
Spirit as the one by whom Christ was conceived and born 
of the virgin Mary (Luke 1:35), and who confirmed Jesus 
in his baptism as Messiah (Matt. 5:16; par. Mark 1:10; 
Acts 10:38); the Spirit who was present in Christ working 
through his whole ministry (Matt. 12:28; Luke 4:14; John 
1:32f.), and raised him from the dead (1 Cor. 15:45).
The first Christians recognized that this was the same Spirit 
who in the creation moved over the waters (Gen. 1:2), who 
spoke through the prophets, anointed the kings of the peo-
ple, and inspired the prayers of the faithful. The event of 
Pentecost they experienced, understood, and proclaimed as 
the pouring out of the same Spirit, who had already spoken 
through the prophets, as the gift of the final times (Acts 
2:1-21). The New Testament shows clearly that the Spirit 
given at Pentecost is the source of the life of the Church, 
who in the preaching of the Good News awakens faith and 
joins new members to the body of Christ through baptism. 
The Holy Spirit kindles faith (1 Cor. 12:3) and provides 
the gifts necessary for the life of the believer and the com-
munity (1 Cor. 12:4-13; 14:1). The Spirit inspires prayer 
(Rom. 8:15-16), the liberty of the children of God (Rom. 
8:12-16). From the Holy Spirit will come the final resur-
rection (Rom. 8:11). The Holy Spirit is the “other Para-
clete” (John 14:16). At the end of time it is the Spirit who 
calls the whole creation to fulfillment in the glory of God 
(Rev. 22:17).

199. While taking up in this way the Old Testament wit-
ness to the Spirit of God, the apostolic Church realized, in 
the light of its faith, that the Spirit, active in history, was 
not an impersonal power. Having perceived that the Logos 
of God made flesh in Jesus Christ is a person, Christians 
were enabled to confess in a similar way that the Spirit of 
God is also a divine person. Consequently, they recognized 
that the Holy Spirit, together with the Father and the Son, 
is a divine person active in the economy of salvation (Ps. 
33:6; Ezek. 37:1-4; Rom 1:3-5; 8:14-17).
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II. Explication for Today
Belief in the Holy Spirit
200. To believe in the Holy Spirit is to affirm that the Holy 
Spirit is a divine person, always present and active in the 
Church. Whenever the Father and the Son are at work, 
there also the Spirit is to be found. The whole of creation 
and every divine blessing upon it comes from the Father 
through the Son in the Spirit. And it is in the Spirit and 
through the Son that the father is glorified when the world 
becomes what it ought to be, a sacrifice of praise.

Commentary

Christians differ in their understanding concerning the 
activity of the Holy Spirit outside the Church. Some 
would claim it is only within the Christian community 
that the Spirit of Christ is active. Others would claim 
that “whatever is true, whatever is honourable, what-
ever is just” (Phil. 4:8) in the life and actions of those 
who are not Christians and even of those who do not 
believe in God, is of God’s Holy Spirit, and yet others 
that the sovereignty of the Spirit in history is hidden 
from our eyes. 

201. The Spirit of God is holy because the Spirit belongs to 
the eternal being of the Trinity, the totally Other, and acts 
in the economy of salvation to bring humanity into com-
munion with the Holy being of the Triune God. To have 
this communion, without which no person can find life 
and salvation, is a gracious gift of God.

202. The Holy Spirit is described in Scripture as God’s very 
breath (cf. John 20:22-23), God’s living and life-creating 
power, truth and love. The Holy Spirit is not one of the 
many spirits which are supposed to inhabit the universe. 
The Spirit is opposed to every form of material and spiri-
tual evil. Through the Holy Spirit the created world is sanc-
tified by God’s grace. Apart from the Holy Spirit things 
become carnal and dead.

Commentary

Because God’s Spirit (Ru’ah) is feminine in Hebrew and 
related languages, some contend that the Holy Spirit 
must be considered somehow as a “Feminine Principle” 
in God, and referred to as “she”. The churches, how-
ever, affirm the scriptural imagery with its symbolic 
analogy and the use of metaphorical language, while 
retaining the masculine or neuter gender as tradition-
ally used. 

The Lord
203. In confessing the Spirit as Lord, the church acclaims 
the divinity of the Spirit and acknowledges the lordship of 
the Spirit over all creation and history. As a divine person 
the Spirit is one with God the Lord (Theos Kyrios), one with 
Christ the Lord (Christos Kyrios).

204. The Spirit’s lordship is not lordship of brute force, 
oppressive power or tyrannous manipulation. It is, on the 
contrary, a lordship which frees all creation and grants “the 
glorious liberty of the children of God” (cf. Rom. 8:21). 
Evil spirits possess. Spiritless flesh enslaves. Wicked powers 
oppress, dominate, manipulate and exploit. The Holy Spirit 
liberates men and women, even from the most oppressive 
and enslaving forms of human sin: a power which enables 
them to resist evil and to struggle towards overcoming it.

The Giver of Life
205. Through and in the spirit of God the gift of life is 
bestowed on created beings. All forms of life are gifts of 
God (Ps. 104: 29,30) to be treated with respect: human 
life as well as that of all other living creatures, the animals, 
birds of the air and the fish in the sea. Humankind, cre-
ated in the image and likeness of God, has been given 
dominion over the created world. However, as God’s part-
ners men and women have the duty to respect, defend and 
preserve the integrity of creation, disrupted by pollution 
and the exploitation of nature and the violation of human 
rights, so that God’s gift of life may flourish. In the context 
of modern society there is an urgent need to affirm our 
responsibility as Christians for the integrity of creation in 
obedience to the Creator of all.

Commentary

There is need to re-affirm our respect for the integrity 
of creation while avoiding a sacralization of nature. The 
Holy Spirit, dwelling in God’s creation, gives a quality 
to the world but the Holy Spirit is neither identical 
with biological life nor to be identified with human 
consciousness as was sometimes the case in nineteenth-
century philosophy.

But even apart from the pollution and exploitation of 
nature by human beings, the creation is subjected to futil-
ity and to the bondage of decay (Rom. 8:21).

206. The spirit also gives the new life in Christ: human 
beings are born anew as the first-fruits of the new creation, 
and with the rest of creation groan in anticipation (Rom. 
8:11, 19-20) of the sharing in the new heavens and the 
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new earth. The spirit in baptism brings to birth new chil-
dren of the Father—in the one Son, whose own humanity 
has already been filled with life of the Spirit. In this way 
the Spirit in baptism is the source of the Spirit-enlivened 
Church, the living body of Christ.

207. In creation, redemption and sanctification acting by 
his Son and Spirit God fills all things and opens his divine 
life to all. By becoming “partakers of the divine nature” (2 
Pet. 1:3-4) believers enter into communion with the Triune 
God. Those who by the power of the Holy Spirit remain 
“faithful unto death” will receive “the crown of life” (Rev. 
2:11).

208. Through the proclamation of the Gospel and the cel-
ebration of the sacraments the Holy Spirit is creating and 
sustaining the faith of God’s people. The Spirit pours out 
an abundance of charisms. These charisms are for the build-
ing-up of the Church and for service in the world, through 
teaching, prophecy, healing, miracles, tongues and the dis-
cernment of spirits (1 Cor. 12:4-11, 27-30). Since all these 
gifts are given to individuals for the common good (1 Cor. 
12:7) when rightly employed they serve to strengthen the 
unity of the one body to which we are called in the one 
baptism (Eph. 4:4-5).

Commentary

There is a broad agreement that the gift of the Spirit 
is inseparable from faith and baptism. However, some 
churches specifically associate the gift of charism with 
the sacrament of chrism. Other churches, groups and 
movements understand the gift of the Spirit to be a 
separate and distinct work of grace. Hence they look 
for signs of this gift in special charism such as speak-
ing in tongues or healing, as the Spirit “completes” the 
blessing received from God. Although the churches are 
not yet one in their understanding of the relation of the 
Spirit’s gifts to baptism, all believe that the gifts of the 
Spirit must not become occasion for church disunity, 
but are given for the common good of the Church.

Procession from the Father
209. The Holy Spirit “proceeds from the Father”. This is 
the Father from whom the Son is begotten. The affirmation 
of the procession of the Spirit from the Father includes a 
profound understanding of the relation between the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit. The Spirit in the breathing 
forth and as breathed forth is always in relation to the Son. 
Therefore, the communion and unity of the Spirit with 
Christ in the economy of salvation is indissoluble.

210. Despite the controversy created by the introduction 
of the term filioque by Western Christians to express this 
latter relation, both Western and Eastern Christians have 
wished to be faithful to the affirmation of the Nicene-Con-
stantinopolitan Creed that the Spirit proceeds from the 
Father, and both agree today that the intimate relationship 
between the Son and the Spirit is to be affirmed without 
giving the impression that the Spirit is subordinated to the 
Son. On that affirmation all Christians can agree and this 
enables an increasing number of Western churches to con-
sider using the Creed in its original form.

Commentary

Western Christians have used the term filioque, which 
they introduced into the original text of the Creed as 
a result of a complicated historical process because 
they insisted that the procession of the Spirit should 
not be conceived without a relationship to the Son. 
Eastern Christians have found most interpretations of 
its meaning unacceptable and so have stressed that the 
Spirit proceeds from the Father alone. Thus, Eastern 
and Western Christians have come to express the one 
faith they share, even their understanding of the one 
original Creed they share, in differing ways. On the 
foundation of this common faith they are now seeking 
ways to explain these different understandings to each 
other that they are faithful to their original common 
confession. This process of explaining and learning 
from each other will take time but it has begun (cf. 
among others Spirit of God, Spirit of Christ, Ecumeni-
cal Reflections on the Filioque Controversy, ed. L Vischer, 
Faith and Order Paper No. 103, SPCK, London/
WCC, Geneva, 1981). As they, through life-giving 
power of the Spirit, proceed on this path of mutual 
understanding, they more and more confess together 
the Creed in the original form. 

211. The Holy Spirit of God, “together with the Father 
and the Son, is worshipped and glorified”, as exemplified 
in the baptismal confessions, doxologies, liturgical saluta-
tions and eucharistic prayers. Along with the intercessions 
for the children of the Father, made through Christ, the 
glory and praise to the Triune God is the most basic aspect 
of Christian prayer—a prayer animated by the Holy Spirit. 
Spirituality is only full and maturely Christian when it is 
Trinitarian. So Christians in their daily life and especially 
in their worship pray that the Father send his Spirit that 
they might be more completely conformed to the life of 
Christ the Son (cf. Rom. 8:29).
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212. In turn Christians reject any claims about the activity 
of the Holy Spirit in the lives of individuals or commu-
nities which would suggest that the Spirit acts indepen-
dently of the Father or the Son. All churches are convinced 
that, together with the Father and the Son, the Holy Spirit 
is active in the revelation of God’s design and his saving 
action. Similarly because they also believe that the Holy 
Spirit is the life-centre of each Christian, every time they 
praise and glorify God they praise the Holy Spirit with the 
Father and the Son. Furthermore, some churches which 
have not placed much emphasis on Trinitarian spiritu-
ality, or prayer for the gift and action of the Holy Spirit 
(epiklesis), are not rediscovering this dimension of Chris-
tian life and worship. It is a Christian custom to begin and 
end worship services in the name and with the blessing of 
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Christians, therefore, 
glorify the Triune God through prayer, common worship 
and the daily service which is their acceptable sacrifice (cf. 
Rom. 12:1f.).

The Spirit and the Prophets
213. The Holy Spirit “has spoken through the prophets”. 
In this affirmation the Church, which is in continuity with 
the people of God of the Old Covenant and is at the same 
time indeed the people of God of the New Covenant, 
insists that God’s Spirit is the same Spirit who inspired both 
the prophets of Israel and the canonical Hebrew scriptures. 
The Jewish people have continued through the centuries, 
on the basis of their tradition to listen and to respond to 
God’s Spirit speaking through these scriptures. Christians, 
likewise, continued to be taught by the Spirit through the 
prophets, as understood in the light of the revelation of 
Christ (John 5:39). In this, hope is given that the Spirit 
of God will draw both communities closer together by his 
continuing activity (Rom. 11:29-32).

Commentary

The confession that the Holy Spirit “spoke through the 
prophets” rejects any  position among Christians, 
whether in the past or in the present, which would 
deny that the God of the prophets is the same God 
as the Father of Jesus Christ. In our time many Chris-
tians have been led to reconsider the traditional atti-
tude of the Church towards the people of Jewish faith. 
It is recognized that the Hebrew prophets announced 
an eschatological coming of a Messiah who above all 
would renew the face of the earth. In view of the ful-
fillment of this proclamation Jesus is understood by 
Christians as the Messiah. Christians and Jews might 
be able to come nearer to each other by studying their 
respective eschatological expectations of God’s final 

kingdom and by seeking ways of common service to 
humankind in this perspective. 

214. Christians believe that Jesus is the fulfillment of Old 
Testament prophecy and is himself God’s anointed prophet 
upon whom the Holy Spirit rested in a definitive way. 
Through the mission of the Spirit, sent by the risen Lord 
from the Father, the gift of prophecy was transmitted to 
the Church. Everything the Holy Spirit inspired is bound 
to what God the Father has done in his Spirit-filled Christ.

215. The affirmation of the Creed that the Spirit spoke 
through the prophets does not deny that Christian belief 
and experience that the gifts of prophecy are still bestowed 
today. These gifts are expressed in manifold ways; in those 
who proclaim a specific word of God in situations of 
oppression and injustice and also by those who edify the 
Church in its worship service and by those who in some 
churches are involved in forms of charismatic renewal. The 
suffering of prophetic witness will always be part of the 
Church’s life and service in the world. “The blood of the 
martyrs is seed of the Church.” Not everyone who claims 
prophetic gifts, however, is necessarily inspired by the Holy 
Spirit. The gift of discernment remains to be exercised by 
believers since “the spirits of prophets are subject to proph-
ets” (1 Cor. 14:32; cf. also 14-22). The confession of Jesus 
Christ as Lord, according to the apostle Paul, serves as a 
decisive criterion for distinguishing the Spirit of God from 
other prophetic spirits (1 Cor. 12:3). In the history of the 
Church additional criteria drawn from the biblical witness 
and the tradition and confession of the Church have been 
employed as required by specific situations and challenges 
(cf. for example 1 John 4:2-3).

B. One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church

216. Christians believe and confess with the Creed that 
there is an indissoluble link between the work of God in 
Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit and the reality of the 
Church. This is the testimony of the Scriptures. The origin 
of the Church is rooted in the plan of the Triune God for 
humankind’s salvation. The New Testament connects the 
event of its manifestation with Pentecost. The Church has 
its basis in the ministry of Christ himself who proclaimed 
the kingdom of God in word and deed, called men and 
women and sent them out, empowered by the Holy Spirit 
(John 20:19-23), to proclaim the same message.



6128: We Believe in the Holy Spirit, the Church and the Life of the World to Come

Commentary
The Lima document on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 
implies an ecclesiology not explained in an explicit way in the 
text itself. The Faith and Order programme on The Unity of 
the Church and the Renewal of Human Community includes 
a reflection on “The Church as Mystery and Prophetic Sign.” 1 
In what follows this is explicated more fully, in accordance 
with the Creed, what we mean by “the Church.”

217. The Creed’s emphasis on the Church as the place of 
the saving action of the Holy Spirit has to face many chal-
lenges, the most important of which are the following:

•   Those who seek Jesus outside the Church deny the rel-
evance of the Church for their own salvation.

•   Among others who belong to the Church the necessity 
of complying with the rules of their community is felt to 
be an irrelevant burden.

•   Others who accept the Church nevertheless contest the 
exercise of authority that constrains their freedom and 
deplore the lack of genuine community and mutuality.

•   In many churches some forms of charismatic and other 
movements, because of their feelings of immediacy to 
God, reject any kind of human authority; others, on the 
contrary, rely blindly on arbitrary human authority. 

•   In the eyes of many the division within and between the 
churches destroys the credibility of the teaching of any 
of these churches.

•   Even among committed Christians the apparent inabil-
ity of the churches to overcome their historic divisions 
seems to demonstrate that either the leadership of the 
churches is not authentically committed to the will of 
Christ for unity among his disciples or that this com-
mandment itself is an impossible dream.

•   In the judgment of the world the meagreness of the fruits 
of sanctification exhibited by Christians and the failure 
of Christianity in 2000 years of its history to change pro-
foundly the condition of the world, discredit the claim 
of the churches.

I. The Creed and Its Biblical Witness
a) The Text of the Creed
218. “We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic 
Church.”

1. Cf. Church and the World. The Unity of the Church and 
the Renewal of Human Community, a Faith and Order Study 
Document, Faith and Order Paper No. 151, WCC, Geneva, 1990.

(AC: “I believe… the holy catholic Church, the com-
munion of saints.”)

Commentary

With reference to the word “in” see para. 5 and 
commentary. 

219. The sequence in the third article of the Creed moves 
from belief in the Holy Spirit to belief in the Church. This 
indicates the close relationship of the Church’s reality to 
the work of the Spirit. It prevents the Church from appear-
ing as an isolated object of faith.

220. The Creed identified the Church as one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic. This is the richest form of confessing the 
Church in the history of early Christian creeds. It begins 
with the oneness which had a special relevance in the face 
of the divisions of the fourth century. Its holiness refers to 
the fundamental fact that the Church belongs to the Holy 
One and is called to fidelity. Its catholicity means that it 
is the gift of God for all people whatever their particular 
country, race, social condition or language that is to say 
for the whole oikoumene as understood at the time of the 
Council of Constantinople. The apostolicity of the Church 
expresses its obligation and commitment to the norm of 
the apostolic gospel of God’s action in the cross and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ.

b) Biblical Witness
221. The New Testament uses several images in speaking of 
the Church (vine, temple, building, bride, the new Jerusa-
lem, the people of God). Each has its own significance. Par-
ticular attention, however, has been given to the Church 
as body of Christ. This is more than an image because the 
term refers to the fundamental reality of the participa-
tion in the one body of Christ in the eucharist as consti-
tutive, through the Spirit, of the Communion (koinonia) 
among all those who partake in the Lord’s supper (1 Cor. 
10:16-17 and 11:23-30). Whenever in the Pauline litera-
ture the expression Body of Christ occurs (Rom. 12:4-5; 1 
Cor. 12:12-27; Eph. 1:22:23), this profound association 
is implied. It underlines the intimate, organic relationship 
which exists between the Risen Lord and all those who 
receive the new life through communion in him.

222. The Church has been built on the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ being himself the cor-
nerstone (Eph. 2:20). It has its origin in Christ’s procla-
mation of the kingdom of God and in the history of his 
crucifixion and resurrection. It became manifest in the 
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meals Jesus celebrated, especially in his last supper (Luke 
22:7-20)). According to Acts, at Pentecost the Church 
received the power of the Holy Spirit for its life and mis-
sion (Acts 2:1-13). It spreads the good news of God’s sav-
ing action in Jesus Christ to reconcile the world to himself 
(2 Cor. 5:18-19).

223. The New Testament takes up and elabourates the Old 
Testament concept of the Election of Israel, “a chosen race, 
a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people” (1 
Pet. 2:9; cf. Ex. 19:6) Septuagint (LXX)) in extending it 
to the church. Thus the ecclesia of the New Covenant is 
linked to the beginning and model of the people of God 
in the qahal of the old. The church is called to declare “the 
wonderful deeds of him who called you out of the darkness 
into his marvelous light” (1 Pet. 2:9). According to Paul 
the election of the Church of God in Jesus Christ does not 
undo the election of Israel, through only in the eschaton 
of all Israel, the remnant of which became the core of the 
Church of Christ, will be reunited with the church in the 
one people of God (Rom. 11:1-36).

II. Explication for Today
The Church and the Trinitarian Communion
224. The Church is the community of those who are in 
communion with Christ and, through him, with one 
another. Each of its members enters into this communion 
through faith in Christ and the one baptism for the for-
giveness of sins. It is a community of those who desire to 
persevere by the power of the Spirit in a life nourished by 
the world of God and the eucharist. They are consecrated 
to the witness and service of the gospel in a communion 
of love through the Spirit of Jesus Christ. Since the church 
in its historical and human reality constantly fails to cor-
respond to its divine vocation, it is constantly recalled and 
empowered by God to a renewal of its life and mission.

225. The life and unity of the Church are grounded in the 
communion of the Trinity. The father willed it as the peo-
ple of his possession, the Son redeems and offers it as his 
living Body, the Spirit gathers it into a unique communion. 
Thus the church is “the people united by the unity of the 
Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit”.2

226. This community finds its full manifestation wherever 
people are gathered together by word and sacrament in 
obedience to the apostolic faith—i.e. in a local church. All 
local churches and their members should enjoy unity in 
the same faith and life, reflecting the Trinitarian commu-
nion of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Each local church 
is authentically the Church of God, when all it preaches, 
celebrates and does is in communion with all that the 
2. Cyprian, De Orat. Dom. 23.

churches in communion with the apostles preached, cel-
ebrated and did, and with all that the churches here and 
now are preaching, celebrating and doing in communion 
with the apostles and under the apostolic gospel. In this 
way the universal Church consists in the communion of 
local churches. However, as long as ecclesial divisions exist, 
the presence of the one Church of Christ continues to be 
diminished in each of them.

Commentary

Sometimes Christians have difficulties in receiving 
each other’s statements about the Church because they 
understand and use the word “Church” differently. In 
the Eastern Christian tradition the Church is predomi-
nantly seen in terms of the divine mystery of being-the-
Church so that the perfection of the Church, known 
only by faith, dominates the orientation and renders 
it practically meaningless to speak of a church sin-
ful, imperfect, in need of change, etc. In the Western 
churches it is more common to link statements of faith 
and  historical reality—the Church as divine mystery, 
and the Church as a fragile human community—in a 
dialectical language of divine and human, thus express-
ing the tension of faith and historical reality in one 
unified conceptuality. The difference certainly implies 
less substantial theological disagreement than it imme-
diately seems to do. However, the question remains 
whether it indicates some wide-ranging difference in 
the basic direction of ecclesiological vision.

The Church, the Body of Christ
227. When the New Testament speaks of the Church as the 
Body of Christ, it underlines the basic importance of his 
incarnation, passion and resurrection (his bodylines) for 
the salvation of the world. This recalls the constitutive role 
of the sacraments for Christians: of baptism which inte-
grates human beings into the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13) 
and of the holy communion which constantly renews the 
life of believers within the Body of Christ (1 Cor. 10:16). 
The veritable fruit of salvation, communication, renewed 
and re-established between God and humankind, between 
humans and the world of creation, is brought about and is 
manifested by the holy mystery of the Body of Christ.
228. The Church is Christ’s living Body. It exists in local 
congregations and worldwide communion with each other. 
It is particular in its differences from the world and inclu-
sive in its mission to the world. It is called to serve the 
Lord through the diversity of its members. Together, the 
royal priesthood of all the faithful and the diverse ordained 
ministries serve God in the Body of Christ by the Holy 
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Spirit. The Church thus manifests the active presence of 
the Triune God in the world.

229. The Church is the community of those whom Christ 
receives at his table and who give thinks to the Triune God 
in worship and service. It receives the Word of God and 
celebrates the sacraments, especially the eucharist (Lord’s 
Supper) which was instituted by Jesus Christ himself. It 
is called to praise God for all his creation, to worship and 
pray on behalf of itself and the world. It is called to serve all 
people in the name of Jesus (cf. Matt. 25:31ff.).

230. As Christ is given by the Father for and to humankind, 
so the Church as Christ’s body is sent into the world. The 
gift for which the Church continually gives thanks unites 
the vision of the reign of God over all creation with the 
uniqueness of Christ’s incarnation, death, resurrection and 
ascension. At the same time it enables Christians to under-
stand the inter-relatedness and unity of “leitourgia” and 
“diakonia”. The community is contemplative and active, 
service God and humankind, and it will remain so until the 
end of time when it will be taken up into the all-embracing 
and all-restoring kingdom of God.

The Church, the Communion of Saints in the Spirit
231. Although the phrase “the communion of saints” does 
not occur in the Nicene Creed, nevertheless it is associated 
with belief in the Church and specifically mentioned in 
the Apostles’ Creed. This communion united the faithful 
of every age and of all places in one fellowship of prayer, 
praise and of sharing in suffering and joy. The Church is 
such a communion because all those who believe in Christ 
are in one true fellowship with the Father and his Son, 
Jesus Christ, and by partaking of the same divine gift are 
united together in the Holy Spirit (1 John 1:3). 

It is the communion of saints because all are baptized 
in Christ, who is the Holy One, through Christians stand 
in need of repentance and daily forgiveness. It is the Holy 
Spirit who strengthens and renews God’s holy community 
through word and sacramental life for service, thanksgiving 
and praise.

232. All ages, including our own, contribute to the hosts of 
witness and martyrs who in their sufferings “complete what 
is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that 
is, the church” (Col. 1:24). Their suffering with and for 
Jesus Christ obliges the whole church to participate with 
them in solidarity and intercession (2 Tim. 2:11-13).

233. The Church is the prefiguration of the kingdom which 
it expects and announces. The gospel it proclaims and the 

witness it renders invite all people to accept the Good News 
of the kingdom. It cannot be subject to the realities of this 
world always at work in its members, since it is oriented 
towards the coming kingdom which it proclaims in word and 
deed, and which it already experiences. It awaits the glorious 
return of Christ, its Lord, an expectancy which it expresses 
most vigorously in its liturgy. Every time two or three disci-
ples of Christ are united, the Lord himself is present in their 
midst anticipating the kingdom (cf. Matt. 18:20).

The Church, the People of God
234. In the Scriptures, the Church is called the people of 
God. This means that the Church exists in continuity with 
the Old Testament people of God and inherits the prom-
ises given to it. However, as people of God, the Church 
also exists in a certain discontinuity with the Old Testament 
people of God (cf. para. 223). This shows that God’s pur-
pose of salvation in electing a people has an ongoing his-
tory. Therefore the Church itself is a pilgrim people which 
is led by the Triune God to the promised future (in an ear-
lier period this was expressed by the terms ecclesia militans 
and ecclesia triumphans).

235. The Church, as the people of God, is a community of 
women and men of all ages, races, cultures, social and eco-
nomic backgrounds who are made members of the body by 
God through faith and baptism. Those who truly belong to 
the people of God are known to God alone. Therefore, the 
boundaries of the Church will be revealed not before the 
Last Day when all hidden things become visible.

236. As people of God, the Church belongs in the mystery 
of God’s economy of salvation which has been revealed in 
Jesus Christ. Therefore, in a certain sense the Church, in 
celebrating the presence of Christ, can be included in the 
word “mystery”. At the same time the Church is a pro-
phetic sign because the execution of God’s plan of salvation 
has not yet reached its final completion. As prophetic sign 
it is the means of God’s active and transforming presence 
in the world.3 In proclaiming the word of God and cel-
ebrating the sacraments, the Church does not only exist for 
itself, but also for the world God desires. It is not a fortress 
in which people can enclose themselves for a life of security, 
but a servant people spread throughout the world, sent in 
missionary outreach to sow the good seed of the word and 
to bring Christ’s love to all people.

237. The Church, as the people of God, rejoices in all the 
signs of the caring work of the Creator which it encounters 

3. Cf. Church—Kingdom—World. The Church as Mystery and 
Prophetic Sign, ed. G. Limouris, Faith and Order Paper No. 130, 
WCC, Geneva, 1986, Chapters III and IV.
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in the world, in all truth, beauty and goodness. It is also 
called to recognize the brokenness of the world and the 
sinfulness of humankind including its own. It offers thanks 
to God for his goodness and intercedes for the brokenness 
of the world and repents of its own unfaithfulness. It trusts 
in God who grants forgiveness and will restore all things 
in a new creation. Thus, in a world continuously distorted 
by sin and the powers of evil, the Church exists as a sign of 
God’s loving purpose for the world even when it but poorly 
responds to its calling.

One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church
238. As there is one Lord and one Spirit, there is but one 
Church, one faith and one baptism. All the baptized are 
incorporated into one body which is called to witness to its 
own and only Saviour. Christians are called to manifest the 
unity they have in Christ by their oneness in the apostolic 
faith and in the sacramental life. In attesting the one gospel, 
the one baptism, the one faith expressed in the Creeds of 
the ancient Church, the sharing of the one mission imply-
ing communion in one ministry and common prayer, the 
Scriptures point towards this visible unity which can be 
fully actualized only in one eucharistic communion. This 
unity does not imply uniformity, but an organic bond of 
unity among all the local churches, comprising the richness 
of their diversities.

239. The Holy Spirit dwells in the holy church. This Church 
has been set apart by God who is holy and who sanctified 
it by the word and sacraments. The holiness of the Church 
signifies the faithfulness of God towards his people: the 
gates of hell will not prevail against it. Even at the darkest 
times in the church’s history, Christ continues to justify and 
sanctify those who remain faithful so that the Church even 
in such times is able to render its service for the salvation 
of humankind. It is also holy because of the holy words 
it proclaims and the holy acts it performs. Though it is a 
community of sinners, aware that God’s judgment begins 
with them (1 Pet. 4:17), it is holy because it is sustained 
by the knowledge that they have been and are constantly 
being forgiven. In spite of the sin in the Church, when it 
celebrates the eucharist and listens to the word of God it is 
seized by the Holy One and cleansed.

240. Christ, full of grace and truth, is already present on 
earth in the Church catholic. In each local church the full-
ness of grace and truth is present—a catholicity which 
requires the communion of all local churches and which 
pertains to the identity of each local church and constitutes 
an essential quality of their communion together. This 
catholic nature of the Church is realized and expressed in a 

great diversity of Christian spiritual life and witness among 
all peoples in space and time. This catholicity transcends 
nationalism, particular traditions and all human barriers. 
It is a fullness of life. In the life of the Church the whole 
human being and all human situations are enlisted for the 
worship and the service of God in the diversity of rites and 
traditions. In the worship of each local church the whole 
mystery of Christ is present. Where Jesus Christ is, there 
too is the Church catholic, in which in all ages and Holy 
Spirit makes people participants of Christ’s life and salva-
tion, without respect of sex, race and position.

241. The church is apostolic because everything it confesses 
about Christ comes from the apostles as witness, whose tes-
timony to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 
has been transmitted by the Holy Scripture. In this con-
tinuity the Church recognizes and lives its fundamental 
identity with the Church of Christ’s apostles on which it is 
built once and for all.

The apostolicity of the Church is manifested in its 
faithfulness to the word of God, lived out and witnessed 
to in the apostolic tradition, guided by the Holy Spirit 
throughout the centuries, and expressed in the ecumenical 
Creed. Is manifested in its celebration of the sacraments, 
through the continuity of its ministry in the service of 
Christ and his Church in communion with the apostles 
and through the committed Christian life of all its mem-
bers and communities.

The Church is apostolic by following the example of 
the apostles in continuing their mission to proclaim the 
gospel which is confirmed by the action and the gift of the 
Holy Spirit. It witnesses to and serves the reconciliation of 
humankind to God in Jesus Christ. In obedience to the 
mandate of Jesus Christ the church proclaims the divine 
salvation to the world. In so doing it also announces the 
divine judgment on sin revealed in the cross set in a hos-
tile world, whose powers are still threatening, even though 
they have been broken in the victory of Christ. This victory 
calls forth from the Church as response of conscious self-
emptying, the stripping of itself of any exalted status so 
that, motivated by sacrificial love, it remains the servant of 
Christ’s mission in the world until he comes again in glory.
Thus the Church can fulfill its mission to the world only in 
so far as it is itself continuously renewed as the one, holy, 
catholic and apostolic Church.

Commentary

The various Christian traditions differ in their under-
standing of apostolic succession. Some put the emphasis 
on succession in apostolic teaching. Others combine 
this with the recognition of an ordered transmission 
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of the ministry of word and sacrament. Others again 
understand apostolic succession primarily as the 
unbroken succession of Episcopal ordinations.

In ecumenical dialogues there is a growing agree-
ment that the apostolicity or apostolic tradition of the 
Church is broader than the concept of apostolic succes-
sion of ministry, which is part and sign of that apostolic 
tradition which it serves. The question as to whether 
episcopal succession is the most adequate expression 
of apostolic succession and continuity in the apostolic 
mission of the Church is now at the centre of the ecu-
menical discussion on ministry.4

C. One Baptism for the Forgiveness of Sin

242. The Church is a communion with Christ himself, 
through the Spirit, to the glory of the Father. Therefore, 
the sacrament of baptism, by which God receives the bap-
tized as members of this communion, acknowledged as the 
means through which God gives to the faithful the assur-
ance of their participation in the mystery of salvation. They 
share in the covenant with God, in what happened to Jesus 
Christ in his death and his resurrection, in the gift of the 
Spirit at Pentecost; they believe that they will share fully in 
the life of the world to come.

243. A substantial challenge is made to this confession by 
the fact that in contrast to the one baptism enunciated in 
the Creed many churches, while officially recognizing each 
other’s baptism, still cannot join together in the celebration 
of baptism. Furthermore, there are churches which do not 
recognize the baptism administered by other churches, and 
some of them practice what appears to be re-baptism when 
people come over to them. Others question or even reject 
the practice of infant baptism. A further challenge is whether 
the Spirit of God, forgiveness of sins and membership in the 
people of God can be granted only through baptism.

Commentary

For this part C. see the Baptism section in Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry and Chap. IV.A of Baptism and 
Ministry 1982-1990, Faith and Order Paper No. 149, 
WCC, Geneva 1990.

I. The Creed and Its Biblical Witness
a) The Text of the Creed
244. “We confess one baptism for the forgiveness of sins.”

(AC: “I believe … the forgiveness of sins”)

4. Cf. e.g. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM), Faith and Order 
Paper No. 111, WCC, Geneva, 1982, Ministry IV, paras 34.38.

245. The use of the term “acknowledge” (homologoumen) 
here indicates that baptism belongs to the confession of 
faith, but not in the same way as the three persons of the 
Trinity in whom we “believe” (pisteuomen eis). The Church 
acknowledges only one unrepeatable baptism, which is 
inseparably connected with the confession of faith in God 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

246. Baptism is the only sacrament of the church men-
tioned in the Creed, and it is closely related to the forgive-
ness of sins. The background to this connection is that in 
the early Church baptism was considered as the occasion 
when our sinful life is radically transformed by a rebirth 
to a new life which liberates us from our formal sinful 
nature. It is, of course, true that already at an early date 
the Church created the possibility of a second conversion 
and instituted its order sacrament of penance (which was at 
first public). Besides this, the institution of private confes-
sion developed. At a later time it was recognized that the 
forgiveness of sins in received once for all fundamentally in 
baptism and that the subsequent occurrences of penance 
represents a re-appropriation of baptism.

b) Biblical Witness
247. Jesus submitted himself to John’s baptism of repen-
tance for the forgiveness of sins (Mark 1:4) in order “to 
fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). Jesus’ baptism took 
place as an act of solidarity with sinners; in it the Son heard 
the voice of the Father and the Spirit descended upon him 
(Mark 1:10 and par.). It led Jesus on to the path of the Suf-
fering Servant (cf. Mark 10:38-40). This became the model 
for Christian baptism (Rom. 6:3-6) which began only after 
Easter. The Risen Christ’s command to baptize was passed 
on in the tradition (Matt. 28:19f.; Mark 16:16).

In the Old Testament circumcision was the sign of the 
covenant of God with his people (in which all the members 
of Israel were included) (cf. Gen. 17:11-14). References to 
the saving experience of the people of Israel (e.g. passage 
through the Red Sea) are used in some cases in the New 
Testament in connection with baptism (e.g. 1 Cor. 10:1f.), 
while the fundamental pattern for the understanding of 
baptism is found in the death and resurrection of Jesus.

248. In the New Testament it is by baptism that believers 
are made members of Christ and his Church. Buried with 
Christ in baptism they will also live with him because of 
his resurrection (Rom. 6:1-11; Col 2:11-12). To confess 
baptism into Christ is to confess that through Christ who 
died for our sins we receive assurance of a share in his res-
urrection (Rom. 8:9-11), together with the forgiveness of 
sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit. This confidence implies 
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the hope that in the eschatological fulfillment those who 
have been baptized and believe will be citizens of the New 
Jerusalem (Rev.  21:1-4) and partakers of the life of the 
world to come. The New Testament unfolds the meaning 
of baptism in various images which express the riches of 
this sacrament. Baptism is a washing away of sin (1 Cor. 
6:11); a new birth (John 3:5); an enlightenment by Christ 
(Eph. 5:14); a re-clothing in Christ (Gal. 3:27); a renewal 
by the Spirit (Tit. 305); the experience of salvation from 
the flood (1 Pet. 3:20-21); an exodus from bondage (1 Cor. 
10:1-2); and a liberation into a new humanity in which 
barriers of divisions whether of sex or race or social status 
are transcended (Gal. 3:27-28; 1 Cor. 12:13).

II. Explication for Today
One Baptism
249. The Christian churches confess “one baptism” as 
incorporation into the Body of Christ—the one Church—
taking place once and for all. The unity of baptism which 
is attested to in the Creed reminds us of the “one” Lord 
Jesus Christ. The “one” baptism, the “one” Lord and the 
“one” Spirit (cf. Eph. 4:4-5) calls the churches to confess 
the “one” faith in common and to mutually recognize each 
other as churches notwithstanding their different forms 
of life. Through baptism all members of the congregation 
are called to the one “royal priesthood” (1 Pet. 2:9) of all 
believers and so to share responsibility in the entire Church 
and in its mission to the world.

250. In various contexts the relationship between baptism 
and membership in the Church needs further clarification, 
especially in the light of the following situations. There 
are baptized persons who drift away from the life of the 
Church, not taking part in its activities. There are other 
baptized persons who, dismayed at the condition of the 
churches, deliberately separate themselves from the institu-
tional Church for the sake of their own faith and the dig-
nity of their baptism. And there are persons who have not 
been baptized, but who nevertheless participate actively 
in the life of the church. All these cases raise, in differ-
ent ways, the question of the relation between baptism and 
church membership. The true Church is not simply identi-
cal with the number of baptized persons, and the actual 
institutional church suffers (in every denomination) from 
many kinds of distortion. Nevertheless this must not lead 
to an underestimation of baptism. All those who have been 
baptized and even those who have deliberately separated 
themselves from the Church remain under its care. The 
Church also has the responsibility of leading to baptism 
those who have been moved by the gospel but have not yet 
had their faith sealed by baptism.

251. The one baptism is administered by water with the 
promise of the Spirit to be given to those who receive bap-
tism according to Jesus’ word: “unless one is born of water 
and the Spirit he cannot enter the kingdom of God” (John 
3:5).

For the Forgiveness of Sins
252. By its strong emphasis on baptism as the sacrament 
for the remission of sins, the Creed exhorts us to take our 
baptism seriously as essentially linked to the beginning of 
a new life, the decisive and fundamental change in our life 
history that occurs once and for all. In addition, the affir-
mation of the Creed reminds us that even later repentance, 
confession and absolution should be considered in relation 
to our baptism, as a re-appropriation of what happened 
once and for all in our baptism. In this way baptism is to 
be taken seriously not simply as a passing ceremony, but 
rather one that provides the basis for the continuity of the 
Christian life, within the communion of the family of God 
(cf. Eph. 2:19).

Commentary

Within the ecumenical community there remain dif-
ferences about the practice of baptism. For example, 
according to the ancient tradition of the church the 
sacrament of baptism is linked with chrismation 
and the eucharist. Later, chrismation/eucharist was 
assigned in parts of the Church to a later point in the 
initiation process. Differences also still exist as to how 
traditions discern what is effected in the act of baptism. 
All are agreed that in baptism by water, conferred in the 
name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, there is the 
activity of God and the response of the baptized. All 
are agreed that the activity of God is grace in action 
and that the human response is faith in action. No one 
desires that prior to baptism God has acted graciously 
and the human response has begun to be one of faith. 

Differences begin to emerge when the attempt 
is made to answer the question more precisely as to 
what it is that God’s grace effects in baptism when it 
is met by the human response of faith. Some take the 
view that in baptism there is the moment when God’s 
grace effects the remission of sins and that baptism is 
essentially linked with the beginning of a new life, thus 
defining baptism as the moment of new birth. Others 
say that the moment of rebirth when there comes an 
acceptance by faith of the saving grace of God is prior 
to baptism. Thus the essential linking of baptism with 
new life means that the occasion of baptism signifies 
what has already occurred through God’s grace.
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How far apart are these two views? Traditionally 
they have been described as taking either a sacramental 
or a symbolic view of baptism. Has polarization per-
haps produced something of a distortion of both views? 
Is there not, perhaps, the possibility of a way between 
what appears to some to be a purely symbolic view on 
the one hand and to other a seemingly quasi-mechanical 
understanding of sacramental grace on the other? If all 
can accept that God has already been acting graciously 
in some way to bring the person to baptism, if all can 
acknowledge that the act of baptism itself is an effec-
tive sign of God’s grace evoking the response of our faith 
within the Church and that God continues after baptism 
to act graciously towards the baptized, then the remain-
ing differences need no longer be taken as contradictory.

253. The gift of God granted in baptism requires in every 
instance the human response of faith if it is to impart recon-
ciliation effectively. This is true in every case also for those 
who are not yet able to answer for themselves. Here we are 
thinking first of all of the faith of the community within 
which the baptism takes place, but also the future faith of 
baptized persons once they have grown up. In the case of 
the baptism of those who can answer for themselves, no 
one denies that God has already acted graciously before 
their baptism and that their response has already begun to 
be a response of faith. In both cases baptism itself is an effi-
cacious sign of God’s grace evoking the life-long response 
of faith. The administration of baptism within the worship 
of the congregation also reminds its members of their own 
baptism and of it continuing blessing and obligation.

254. Baptism means participating in the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. By baptism, Christians are 
immersed in the liberating death of Christ where their sins 
are buried, where the “old Adam” is crucified with Christ, 
and where the power of sin is broken. Christians continue 
to pray every day “forgive us our trespasses: and to live 
every day in confidence of their justification. In this sense 
those baptized are no longer slaves to sin, but free. Fully 
identified with the death of Christ, they are buried with 
him and are raised here and now to a new life in the power 
of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, confident that they will 
ultimately be one with him in a resurrection like his (Rom. 
6:3-22; Col. 2:13; 3:1; Eph. 2:5-6).

Commentary

In the sixteenth century the question of justification 
divided the Western Church. Martin Luther saw in 
the Church of his time a thinking and practice which 
made the grace of God dependent on religious works. 

In his eyes this was a fundamental matter contrary to 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. The Catholic side feared 
that the Reformation theologians and communities, in 
emphasizing the forensic (juridical) character of justifi-
cation, neglected the necessity of a new life as a fruit of 
grace and faith. In the light of common listening to the 
Holy Scriptures, however, we are today confessing with 
one another that we are justified without merit by faith 
alone, that the grace of God also transforms the human 
being and that Christian life is without credibility if 
there is no kind of renewal. We confess also with one 
another that the question of justification concerns the 
centre of the Christian faith. In light of these insights 
we can say that the condemnations of the sixteenth 
century are no more adequate to describe the partner 
in dialogue of today.

The doctrine of justification has never been a 
fact of division between the Eastern and Western 
Christianity. Nevertheless some Orthodox theologians 
suspected some of the formulations of the Western 
doctrine as one-sided and too forensic. On the other 
hand, to Western eyes, the orthodox doctrine of deifi-
cation (theosis) does not seem to take seriously enough 
the continuing sinfulness of Christians.

But orthodox make clear that theosis does not 
imply that human beings become divine in their 
nature, but rather describes the renewal and rebirth 
of human beings as well as the illumination and par-
ticipation of humanity in the divine life through the 
Holy Spirit. Today Eastern and Western theologians 
can say that Christians are justified in turning to a new 
direction which leads them to become “partakers in 
the divine nature” (2 Pet. 1:4). By this is understood a 
process by which there is a growth in holiness so that 
human beings come closer and closer to God. It does 
not mean that Christians are no longer sinners and in 
need of daily forgiveness. 

255. In baptism God anoints the baptized with the Holy 
Spirit, marks them with the seal of permanently belong-
ing to Christ and implants in their hearts the first install-
ment of their inheritance as sons and daughters of God. 
The Holy Spirit nurtures of life of faith in their hearts until 
they enter into their eternal heritage (Eph. 1:13-14). The 
baptism which makes Christians partakers of the mystery 
of Christ’s death and resurrection implies confession of sin 
and conversion of heart. Thus those baptized are pardoned, 
cleansed and sanctified by Christ, and are given a new ethi-
cal orientation, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, as 
part of their baptism. The Holy Spirit calls them and moti-
vates them both to personal sanctification and to engaging 
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themselves in every sphere of life for the implementation 
of God’s will.

Commentary

While the early Church administered the anointment 
(chrism/confirmation, chrismation) of the baptized as 
part of the baptismal rite, and the Orthodox churches 
still continue to do so, the Western Church for various 
reasons came to turn to act of anointment into an act 
on its own (confirmation).

256. Baptism is related not only to momentary experience, 
but to life-long growth into Christ. Those baptized are called 
upon to reflect the glory of the Lord as they are trans-
formed by the power of the Holy Spirit into his likeness, 
with ever increasing splendour (2 Cor. 3:18). The life of the 
Christian is necessarily one of continuing struggle, yet also 
of continuing experience of grace. In this new relationship, 
the baptized live for the sake of Christ, of his Church and 
of the world which he loves, while they wait in hope for the 
manifestation of God’s new creation and for the time when 
God will be all in all. As they grow in the Christian life of 
faith, baptized believers demonstrate that humanity can b 
regenerated and liberated.

D. The Resurrection of the Dead and the Life of the 
World to Come

257. The last words of the Creed are about hope. Indeed, 
Christians are people of hope, the Church is a commu-
nion of hope. Empowered by the Holy Spirit, Christians 
have the assurance that in Christ and his resurrection; God 
has opened up for them a future and a hope which looks 
beyond the vicissitudes and predicaments of this time, 
life and world. Yet this transcendent hope already now 
becomes a source of strength, perseverance and expectation 
and is able to bear fruit in the way people live and act.

258. This transcendent expectation and hope faces chal-
lenges in a world in which resurrections do not happen, 
where the reality of death seems to be an ultimate fact to 
which people have to adjust. The message of hope in a life 
beyond our time and world is confronted by the massive 
experience of hopelessness in a world haunted by threats 
of over-population, ecological collapse and the misery of 
missions. How can these challenges be turned into words 
and acts of promise?

I. The Creed and Its Biblical Witness
a) The Text of the Creed
259. “ We look for the resurrection of the dead, 

and the life of the world to come. Amen.”

(AC: “the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting. Amen.”)

260. The Creed ends with an eschatological statement 
which is closely related to the second article of faith. There 
the emphasis was on the future of Christ, here it is on the 
future of believers and of world which is to come. What 
has to be said about the last judgment of the living and 
the dead has been stated in the second article and is not 
repeated in the third article.

261. When the Creed talks of the “resurrection of the 
dead”. A future for believers beyond death is envisaged 
which is not simply a spiritual future. As distinct from 
Gnostic and Manichaean ideas, a holistic process affecting 
body, mind and spirit of human beings is implied.

262. The Apostles’ Creed speaks of belief in “life everlast-
ing.” When the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed refers to 
the life of the world (or age) to come, it therefore stresses 
the qualitative difference between the present life and the 
future life.

b) Biblical Witness
263. For the most part the Old Testament has little to say 
about life after death. The realm of the dead is a place of 
shadows from which no one returns (2 Sam. 12:23); a place 
without light (Jes. 10:21); a place where no one praises 
God (Ps. 6:5; 30:9; 115:17). The prophets looked forward 
to a new age, a future time of blessing and peace, where a 
new David would reign in Jerusalem (Isa. 9 and 11). In 
time this future hope became detached from the present 
world and from its historical future and, rather than being 
a continuation of this world, appeared to involve a radi-
cal break and discontinuity. Only occasionally in late texts 
do we hear in the Old Testament and in the inter-testa-
mentary literature of a resurrection of the dead (Isa. 26:19; 
Dan. 12:2).

264. In contrast to the Old Testament the hope of the res-
urrection of the dead, a matter of dispute between Phari-
sees and Sadducees at the time of Jesus, is clearly attested 
in the New Testament. According to Paul it is inextricably 
linked to the resurrection of Jesus Christ himself, the first-
born from the dead (1 Cor. 15:12ff.). We are born perish-
able but raised imperishable (1 Cor. 15:42; 53-54). Belief 
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in the resurrection of the dead is a comfort for those who 
mourn the loss of friends (1 Thess. 4:14ff.). According to 
Acts, Paul’s preaching of the resurrection of the dead in 
Athens was the subject which gave rise to special offence 
(Acts 17:32). In the Gospel of John this hope is linked to 
the certainty that the dead become alive at the voice of the 
Son of God (John 5:25ff.).

265. Eternal life is described in the New Testament as a 
personal existence with Christ (Phil. 1:23; 7:12). The Old 
Testament figure of the new heaven and the new earth 
is adopted and taken further; we hear of the new city in 
which God will wipe away every tear from our eyes (Rev. 
21:1ff.). Eternal life will be a life in the presence of God in 
which we shall see “face to face” (1 Cor. 13:12) what God 
is like (1 John 3:2). Fundamental to the New Testament 
witness is the fact that such life is not simply the object 
of hope but is also a present reality (cf. John’s Gospel); the 
kingdom of God is already among us (Luke 17:21); new 
life is already given in baptism and we experience it as the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 6:3 and 14:17). The 
gracious year of the Lord proclaimed by Isaiah as a promise 
for the future has already been fulfilled in the coming of 
Jesus (Luke 4:16-21).

II. Explication for Today
266. To live by faith is to live in hope. The ground of our 
hope is Jesus Christ. As first-born from the dead, Jesus Christ 
is the realization and manifestation of the new humanity. 
In his life and work, death and resurrection, God manifests 
the future he intends for the world through the Spirit. In 
him, life eternal enters our lives, lifting them out of our 
bondage to death and bringing them into communion 
with God. The Spirit poured out by the Risen Christ is 
the seal of our hope which is a hope for what is beyond 
human capacities and expectations (Heb. 11:1), a hope 
against hope. But it is a confident hope because it rests on 
the powerful promise of God.

Resurrection of the Dead
267. The focus and basis of our hope for life with God 
beyond death (1 Thess. 4:13-18; Matt. 25:31ff.; 1 Cor. 
15:3ff.) is the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead 
and the promise that those who have died with Christ 
will live forever with him. For Christian faith resurrection 
means that human beings in their individuality and whole-
ness, body-soul-spirit, have a future beyond death and that 
therefore human existence from its beginning to the death 
of the individual has an eternal significance in accountabil-
ity to God. This hope is a protest against the skepticism for 
which death is the limit to all life. Transience and death are 

not the last word on human life, rather God has bestowed 
a unique dignity on human existence through promising 
eternal life. Resurrection implies for Christian faith that 
after death the human person has a future.

Commentary

The status of the dead between death and resurrection 
has been understood in various ways (e.g. in terms of 
purgatory after death). Different beliefs about the dead 
and their relation to the living led to different religious 
practices (e.g. prayers for the dead, intercession by 
the saints and invocation of the saints). Furthermore, 
the idea of the immortality of the soul, important for 
much of Christian history, has been both affirmed by 
some and denied by others in recent years. 

268. Resurrection involves an encounter with the living 
God and his judgment of good and evil within personal 
and communal life. Humanity is accountable to him both 
now and at the final judgment. We believe and affirm that 
it is not the will of God to condemn and destroy the world 
he has created. In giving his Son he wants his world to be 
saved (John 3:17). The biblical witness contains, however, 
the possibility of a final condemnation (e.g. Matt. 25:45f; 
Rev. 20:15). The tension between these different emphases 
in the biblical witness should not be dissolved by rational-
izing one way or another, but should be taken as indicating 
the openness of history.

Commentary

In the course of history, some Christian theologians 
and spiritual movements defended universal salvation. 
In the Bible, the phrase apokatastasis panton (“the time 
for establishing all”) occurs in Acts 3:21, but relates 
to the final fulfillment of the Old Testament’s proph-
ecy and hardly implies universal salvation. Mark 9:12 
says of Elijah that in the last days he will come again 
and “restore all things”; but in 9:13 Jesus interprets this 
as already realized in the ministry of John the Baptist. 
In 1 Tim. 2:4 it is said that God wants every human 
being to be saved and obtain the knowledge of his sav-
ing truth (cf. also Rom. 11:32). But while this provides 
a rationale for Christian mission, it does not include a 
guarantee of universal salvation for those who reject the 
call to conversion.

In faithfulness to the New Testament teaching, 
Christian doctrine has to do justice not only to the 
unlimited intention of God’s saving love but also to the 
many New Testament warnings that eternal damnation 
is possible. Nevertheless the saving will of God remains 
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an ultimate mystery which will keep possibilities open 
where the record seems to be closed for human beings. 

269. The death of human beings was regarded as the sharp-
est existential manifestation of the presence of powers of 
destruction everywhere in creation. These forces of death are 
present throughout life and seek to separate us from our 
brothers and sisters and from God. But death is conquered 
in the cross and resurrection of Christ which gives us assur-
ance of our resurrection. In baptism (Rom. 6:3ff.) and 
throughout the Christian life, we participate in Christ’s 
death, in his victory over death in his resurrection and the 
coming of the Spirit point forward to the resurrection of 
the dead and to the final transformation of the cosmos.

The Life of the World to Come
270. According to God’s purpose creation will be radically 
transformed in ways that are still a mystery. In Christ, God 
sets forth his “plan for the fullness of time, to unite all 
things in him, things in heaven and things on earth” (Eph. 
1:10). Thus the wholeness of creation will not be separated 
from the final fulfillment of the kingdom of God. Some 
elements of creation like the water of baptism, human 
words proclaiming the gospel and the bread and the wine 
of the eucharist are already now used by the Holy Spirit to 
give us the first fruits of the kingdom. In the new heaven 
and earth (Isa. 65:17; Rev. 21:1), the new humanity will see 
and praise God face to face (1 Cor. 13:12). God will be all 
in all (1 Cor. 15:28).

271. The kingdom is the fulfillment of the prophecy to 
Israel (Isa. 11:1-11); Micah 4:3) of the establishment of 
justice, righteousness and peace, God’s will alone on earth 
as in heaven. The kingdom of God is the Holy Spirit 
through his Son Jesus Christ. Under God’s sovereign reign, 
the forces of evil, sin and death, the principalities and pow-
ers of the age (1 Cor. 15:22-24; Col. 2:15; etc.) are over-
come through the cross and resurrection (Phil. 2:5-11).

Living in Hope Today
272. The Church is therefore a communion of hope within 
a world confronted by death and destruction. In the 
Church the reign of Christ is present in the world, where 
by the power of the Holy Spirit, reconciliation, peace, jus-
tice and renewal become realities already attainable. Thus, 
the Church is a sign of God’s future for the renewal of 
humanity. The Church also looks forward to the final ful-
fillment. The Church’s hope is thus a hope for the world 
and a trust in God’s redemptive promise of faithfulness to 
his entire creation.

Commentary

For further detailed analysis see Sharing in One Hope. 
Commission on Faith and Order, Bangalore 1978; cf. The 
Church: A Communion of Hope, Part V of A Common 
Account of Hope, Faith and Order Paper No. 92, WCC, 
Geneva, 1978. 

273. The Church has one hope: “you were called to the 
one hope that belongs to your call” (Eph. 4:4). This one 
hope brings together hope for the resurrection of the dead 
and the life of the world to come. These belong inseparably 
together and affirm the Christian hope in its social, indi-
vidual and cosmic dimension.

Living our Hope
274. To believe in the life-giving and transforming power 
of the Holy Spirit; to be the koinonia of God’s people in 
Christ’s Church, sent to all people to proclaim and live 
the Good News of salvation until the end of history; to 
become through baptism for the forgiveness of sins partak-
ers of the new life of the risen Lord; and to receive thereby 
the assurance of sharing with all creation in the life of the 
world to come—all these are constitutive elements of the 
apostolic faith throughout the ages. They give Christians 
today an unshakable foundation and new perspectives for 
their involvement in the affairs of this world. This finds its 
central expression in our Christian hope in the midst of a 
threatened and finite world.

275. Filled with this hope and despite our own weak-
ness and fears we can live with confidence and trust in 
the promises of God within a world that seems uncertain 
about its future. Because we believe that the future is in 
the sure hands of God, we need not be anxious for tomor-
row (Matt. 6:34). We are impelled by our hope to work 
for a more humane and just world. Our pursuit of justice 
and peace within history cannot bring about the kingdom, 
but our work is done in the trust that nothing of what we 
have done in expectation of that Holy City will be in vain 
because our hope is grounded in God, we can risk opening 
ourselves to the joys and sufferings of the world.

276. Since by faith we affirm our hope for this world, a 
hope which is grounded in belief in the Triune God, we 
reject any escape from this world and its problems. Such 
escape may take many forms. We may, for example, lose 
ourselves in the accumulation of things, the pursuit of indi-
vidual satisfaction or in an other-worldly flight away from 
the concrete needs of our neighbour.
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•   Affirming our trust in the future God has prepared for 
us, we reject any attempt to secure our future at the 
expense of the world, especially through the threat of 
either nuclear or ecological destruction.

•   Affirming the presence of the yet future kingdom, we 
reject any understanding of God’s coming kingdom 
which either separates the kingdom from this world and 
its life, or identified the kingdom with any historical 
reality.

•   Affirming God’s faithfulness to his entire creation, we 
reject any impoverishment of our hope which blinds us 
to the wholeness of God’s redemption of individuals, of 
human community, or of all creation.

•   Affirming that Jesus Christ with his Spirit is God’s Word 
by which all is judged and its ultimate meaning is dis-
closed, we reject that the powers that seem to rule history 
will finally determine its meaning and destiny.

277. In the face of a purely secular outlook which does 
not extend beyond itself to God, our hope is active in love 
within this world while looking to the world to come, and 
is renewed within the communion of the church through 
the ever new gift of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ, given 
by the Holy Spirit through word and sacrament.

•   In the face of despair over the world, our hope refused to 
acquiesce in things as they are.

•   In face of growing hopelessness, our hope will declare no 
situation or person beyond hope.

•   In the face of oppression, our hope affirms that oppres-
sion will not remain forever.

•   In the face of religious perspectives misused to justify 
political programmes, our  hope affirms that the 
advent of the kingdom of God is not within our power, 
but remains in the power of God’s surprising initiative.

•   In the face of unbearable pain, incurable disease, and 
irreversible handicap, our hope affirms the loving pres-
ence of Christ who can make possible what is impossible.

278. Our hope for this life and this world is grounded in the 
cross and the resurrection of Jesus Christ, and it will find 
its consummation in beatific vision and by participating in 
the joy of God in the communion of saints. In God alone is 
our trust. All that we have received, we have received from 
his hand. All that we hope for will come from his blessing. 
To God be glory from age to age. “He who testified to these 
things, says, ‘surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord 
Jesus” (Rev. 22:30).

Amen
279. The Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed ends with the 
Amen. Already in the Holy Scriptures this “Amen” is used 
to signify that the people of God receive and by this recep-
tion confirm a proclamation. In the early liturgies what had 
been proclaimed and confessed by the ministers in their 
specific office in the Church of God was so received and 
confirmed by the whole assembly, expressing its trust in 
what has been confessed. Today when the whole assem-
bly proclaims and confesses the Creed together with the 
ministers, it signifies the communion of the whole Church 
of God in the faith transmitted through the apostles. The 
Amen of this assembly confidently expresses the yes to the 
Triune God revealed to us as the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit.
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34. Reclaiming Communication for Life, 
Justice and Peace: Busan Communication 
Statement

The 10th assembly of WCC in Busan is an important occa-
sion for which Christian communication is a key requirement 
and imperative. The following statement on the theme of the 
World Council of Churches’ 10th Assembly from a communi-
cation perspective was developed in a preparatory consultation 
of the World Council of Churches (WCC), World Association 
for Christian Communication (WACC), and the Korean Host 
Committee (KHC) in Busan, Korea, 22-25 May 2012.

Study Questions

1.   How is the contemporary context for Christian communi-
cation described? What challenges are faced by Christian 
communication today?

2.   What is essential for communication of  life, justice and 
peace in contemporary contexts?

3.   What should belong to reclaiming public space for commu-
nication in the service for life, justice and peace according 
to this paper?

Preamble

The world is a very different place from when the World 
Council of Churches addressed the issue of communication 
at the Uppsala (1968) and Vancouver (1983) Assemblies. 
Today, people everywhere, even children, share their stories 
through media platforms—ranging from Internet-based 
social networks to the initiatives of citizen journalists—that 
are more powerful than those available to churches, gov-
ernments and media conglomerates 30 years ago.

Political, economic, social, and cultural structures 
have been transformed by globalization and technological 
innovation. Yet, important elements of our context remain 
unchanged. Urgent questions of justice and equality need 
to be addressed all over the world, not least in countries 
suffering repression, conflict and poverty. As the World 
Council of Churches prepares to gather on the Korean pen-
insula, we are mindful of the role played by communica-
tion in deepening divisions that have lasted for generations, 
but also in sowing the seeds of reconciliation.

In today’s world, despite the potential of social media, 
a few powerful corporations and individuals continue to 

decide whose voices are heard and what images are seen 
by the public, allowing them to shape policy, form public 
opinion, and move people toward war or peace.

The integrity of the journalistic enterprise has been 
compromised by media conglomerates and challenged 
by new forms of media. Some media workers, journalists 
included, have dared to lift up the concerns of the excluded 
and to interpret with insight how power flows today.

Communicators who discern the ebb and flow of 
political, economic and cultural power in a particular time 
and place can use their insights to denounce the abuses 
of the powerful and to defend the dignity of widows and 
orphans, outcasts and strangers. Communicators can also 
announce the good news of how God is working in our 
midst to bend human history toward justice and peace.

Communication for Life, Justice and Peace

During World War II, many women—including many 
Koreans—were forced into sexual slavery by Japanese sol-
diers. Euphemistically, these victims of war were known as 
“comfort women”. Beginning on 8 January 1992, a group 
of survivors gathered each week in front of the Japanese 
embassy in Seoul asking for a formal apology from the Jap-
anese government. When they held their one thousandth 
gathering on 14 December 2011, they unveiled a statue of 
a bare-foot girl seated on a school chair. Beside her is an 
empty chair that invites people to sit next to her in solidar-
ity. As Christian communicators we are called to sit next 
to this little girl and be witnesses in service to life, justice 
and peace.

God of Life

What if God had not spoken?
According to the Genesis account, “In the beginning 

God created the heavens and the earth…” According to 
John’s Gospel, “In the beginning was the Word. […] All 
things came into being through him, and without him not 
one thing came into being.”

Without communication there would be no life. Cre-
ation was, and is, an act of communication. Communica-
tion was, and is, an act of creation.

All living beings consist of many cells that can only 
survive if there is communication between them. In the 
traditional Eastern worldview, as well as that of many 
indigenous peoples, the universe is understood to be an 
integrated whole, an interdependent organism. This view 
helps us to see that communication is the essence of life 
and that human beings are in communication with all 
creation.
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Communication also plays a vital role in confronting 
threats to life. It affirms life by promoting truth-telling, 
fairness, participation, dialogue, openness, and inclusion. 
Communication that threatens life is characterized by cen-
sorship, misinformation, hate-speech, lies, and exclusion.

Communication can strengthen people’s ability to 
identify and respond to threats to life and can advocate 
for those made invisible and excluded. In a world that has 
enabled people of different backgrounds, religions and cul-
tures to be more aware of each other and their inter-con-
nectedness, communication has the potential to promote 
life together in faith, hope and love.

Lead Us to Justice

Communicators are called to take a stand for justice. The 
struggle for the dignity of all women, all men, requires 
that communicators become effective advocates for human 
rights—including the right to communicate—as well as 
defenders of the integrity of all creation.

Communication in the way of Jesus must promote 
wholeness and the common good. According to Philippi-
ans 2:7, “Jesus emptied himself, taking the form of a ser-
vant.” That means He served all people, especially taking 
up the cause of the poor, the suffering, the outcasts, the 
weak and the oppressed. Communicators for justice will 
empty themselves and act as servants of the Gospel—even 
if this means challenging structures of power.

Prophetic communication opens up alternative hori-
zons that are not limited to the perspectives imposed by 
the dominant culture. Prophetic communication empow-
ers individuals and communities to tell their own stories 
and to craft their own images and gestures. Communica-
tors must ensure that those who have been silenced have 
access to the media they need in order to share their views 
with the larger world.

Lead Us to Peace

Communication can sow understanding or misunderstand-
ing, harmony or discord. Those who challenge injustice use 
communication to empower. Those who deny justice use 
communication to disempower. Communicators for peace 
seek to create images and tell stories that respect the values 
and traditions that lie at the heart of other people’s lives. 
Such images and stories can strengthen inter-cultural and 
inter-religious understanding, challenge stereotypes, and 
promote societies that are able to live together in peace, 
affirming what they hold in common as well as what sepa-
rates them.

Communication for peace creates opportunities for 
people to consider and value non-violent responses to 
potential and actual conflict. Communication for peace 
reveals backgrounds and contexts, listens to all sides, 
exposes hidden agendas and highlights peace initiatives no 
matter their origin.

The complexity, scale and diversity of the conflicts that 
exist in today’s world means that no single news source can 
hope to address adequately the challenge of communicat-
ing about conflict or ways of creating sustainable peace. 
Opening eyes and ears to diverse sources of information 
and knowledge fosters the depth and breadth of under-
standing that allows people to make informed decisions.

Reclaiming Communication

Communication rights claim spaces and resources in the 
public sphere for everyone to be able to engage in transpar-
ent, informed and democratic debate. They claim unfet-
tered access to the information and knowledge essential 
to democracy, empowerment, responsible citizenship and 
mutual accountability. They claim political, social and cul-
tural environments that encourage the free exchange of a 
diversity of creative ideas, knowledge and cultural products. 
Finally, communication rights insist on the need to ensure 
a diversity of cultural identities that together enhance and 
enrich the common good.

Communication for life, justice and peace affirms the 
centrality of communication rights to mass, community 
and social media and to restoring voice and visibility to 
vulnerable, disadvantaged and excluded people in a spirit 
of genuine solidarity, hope and love.

God of life, in your grace, lead us to communicate 
justice and peace.

Call for Action

In order to be effective communicators in today’s world 
and to give due recognition and support to church com-
munication workers, secular media professionals and citi-
zen journalists, we call on the churches and their partners:

•   To become communicators for life, justice and peace 
throughout the world and especially in the context of 
the peaceful reunification of Korea.

•   To advocate communication rights for all.

•   To train people both within the church and secular soci-
ety to communicate responsibly and with integrity and 
to understand how media are created and consumed in a 
globalized world.
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•   To reflect on their own ways of communicating inter-
nally and externally.

•   To advance media literacy, communication for partici-
patory development, media and gender justice, and to 
develop contextualized toolkits on how to communicate 
effectively.

•   To integrate the study of communication for life, justice 
and peace into theological training.

37. WCC Statements on Climate Change 
(2000-2011)

This is a collection of five WCC statements on the issue of cli-
mate change:

1.   “Climate Justice for All”—a Plea for Immediate Action, 
Statement from the WCC to the high-level ministerial seg-
ment of the 17th session of the conference of the parties—
COP17 to the UNFCCC 7th session of the meeting of the 
Parties—CMP7 to the Kyoto Protocol 2011.

2.   Why are the churches at the UN Conference on Climate 
Change in Cancun? A Declaration by Lutheran World Fed-
eration and WCC delegates to COP16 December 2010.

3.   “Be stewards of God’s creation”. Minute on global warming 
and climate change. Adopted by the WCC Central Com-
mittee. Geneva 2008.

4.   “Christ is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all 
creation”. Statement on the 10th anniversary of the Kyoto 
Protocol, adopted by WCC Executive Committee, Etchmi-
adzin 2007.

5.   “This far and no further: Act fast and act now!” WCC 
statement to the high-level segment of the 13th conference 
of the parties (COP13) to the UNFCCC, Bali 2000. 

The following declarations from WCC and some of 
its ecumenical partners (Climate Justice for All; Why are 
churches at the UN Conference on Climate Change?, Be stew-
ards of God’s creation) refer to the Unites Nations Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the 
United Nations Climate Change Conferences in Rio (‚The 
Earth Summit‘, 1992), in Copenhagen (COP 15, 2009) 
and in Cancun (COP16, 2010). Churches have been actively 
engaged in the UNFCCC negotiations since the late 80’s and 
when the Convention was ratified and parties started to meet 
yearly in COPs, the WCC has had a delegation participat-
ing at all COPs. The main intention of the WCC statements 
related to climate change is to remind the negotiators that 
beyond the technical aspects of mitigation, adaptation, tech-
nology transfer and funding, there is an ethical responsibility 
which ought not to be overlooked and it is the crucial role of 
churches to highlight the ethical and spiritual implications of 
the challenges of climate change.
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Study Questions

1.   Why are Christian churches participating in the interna-
tional political negotiations of the international commu-
nity in Cancun and other occasions on climate change?

2.   What are key components in the theological and ethical 
understanding of ‘climate justice’? 

3.   What are main crucial points which were articulated by 
churches over against the process of the international COP 
negotiations?

a. “Climate Justice for All”:  A Plea for Immediate 
Action

Justice, and only justice, you shall follow, that you may live 
and inherit the land that the LORD your God is giving 
you. (Deuteronomy 16:20) 

Since COP1, year after year, the World Council of 
Churches have spoken on behalf of hundreds of churches, 
church based organizations, ecumenical movements, and 
faith based movements throughout the world, that work 
daily with communities whose lives and livelihoods are 
severely affected by climate change. 

In November 2006 we met here in Africa, in Nairobi, 
Kenya, on occasion of COP12-MOP2. The World Coun-
cil of Churches was invited to address the Joint Plenary of 
the Convention and the Kyoto Protocol during the High 
Level Ministerial Segment. 

We shared the Statement of the Faith Communities 
demanding “Climate Justice for All!” And I quote: “Equi-
table development for all is possible while managing the 
ecological integrity of the biosphere. Faith Communities are 
addressing climate change because it is a spiritual and ethical 
issue of justice, equity, solidarity, sufficiency and sustainability. 
The situation is critical. We must all act now. We pray that 
you will demonstrate leadership in responding to the cry of the 
Earth”. 

After five years, we come back to Africa and find 
that the Faith Communities and the Civil Society are still 
pleading, requesting, demanding “Climate Justice for All”! 

Climate change is cruelly hitting African countries, 
Pacific Island States and South American and Asian peo-
ples, while you still do not listen to our voices. Where is 
justice? 

Where are you, on whom we deposited our confidence 
and our expectations for a tomorrow in peace without the 
unjust menace that will not discriminate against peoples 
and nations? 

Once more, we state the imperious need of an ambi-
tious, just, and legally binding agreement. Targets in the 
long and short term for GHG emission reduction must be 
agreed in order to achieve an average global temperature 
increase well below 2 degrees Centigrade. 

Once more, we demand a strong leadership role of the 
Parties involved assuring a second commitment period for 
the Kyoto Protocol, a protocol that must ensure a more 
principle-based approach, crucial for reaching an effective, 
equitable and justifiable global climate policy regime.

Durban might be the last opportunity for the interna-
tional community to be responsible in addressing climate 
change. To do this, Durban must adopt a package, consist-
ing out of three main elements:

1.   A Second Commitment Period of the Kyoto Protocol, 
the only legally binding instrument we have up to now 
setting clear targets for GHG emissions.

2.   A clear mandate to conclude negotiations on a legally 
binding instrument or instruments by 2015. Under the 
Long term Cooperative Action, steps must be taken 
to ensure that a binding legal regime is agreed by all 
countries, where the UNFCCC principles, especially of 
equity, common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capacities, future generations, and sustain-
able development prevail.

3.   A set of measures to implement all Cancun agreements, 
including the Green Climate Fund, in order it can 
become an effective financing tool for low carbon devel-
opment, adaptation and an adequate answer to loss and 
damage in the most vulnerable regions. 

This time in Durban, religious communities, espe-
cially from Africa, have come together in various ways to 
express that climate change is also a moral and spiritual 
crisis. We proclaim together: “We have faith. Act now for 
climate justice!” 

The countries that have polluted the most ought to 
recognize their ecological debt guaranteeing an appropri-
ate financing for adaptation and low carbon development 
purposes to those countries that polluted the less. 

We contemplate a new era of turbulence. To avoid 
its devastating consequences we urgently need a change of 
paradigm, as we expressed in our Statement to the plenary 
during COP13-CMP3 Bali, in 2007. This shift of attitude 
and actions are needed in order to create a new world. We 
believe that another world is possible! 

The time has arrived to accelerate the process of 
achieving quantifiable goals to restore our common home, 
planet Earth, rather than merely discuss about future steps 
to be taken to restore, our common home, planet Earth.
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But let justice roll down like waters, 
and the righteousness like an overflowing stream. 
(Amos 5:24)

Thank you very much.

b. Why Are the Churches at the UN Conference on 
Climate Change in Cancun?

A Declaration by Lutheran World Federation and 
World Council of Churches delegates to COP16*, 
December 2010

After the failure of COP15 in Copenhagen in reaching a 
fair, ambitious and binding deal to effectively address the 
climate change crisis, many in the churches and the civil 
society at large have asked: why should we go to COP16 in 
Cancun? What for? Is it worth going?

Churches have been actively engaged in the UNFCCC 
negotiations since the late 80’s in a process that led to the 
adoption of the UNFCCC in Rio in 1992. When the Con-
vention was ratified and parties started to meet yearly in 
COPs, the WCC has had a delegation participating at all 
COPs. 

The core of churches’ engagement is to remind the 
negotiators that beyond the technical aspects of mitiga-
tion, adaptation, technology transfer and funding, there is 
an ethical responsibility which ought not to be overlooked. 

In various ways churches have emphasized the vari-
ous aspects of the climate change crisis: ecological, social, 
economic, cultural and political. These aspects should be 
addressed in a holistic way taking account of their interre-
lationship. On the basis of biblical teachings and theologi-
cal convictions the churches have especially reiterated the 
ethical and spiritual implications of the challenge of climate 
change. 

The UNFCCC already affirms some ethical consid-
erations in the Principles stated in the UNFCCC. Article 
3 of the Framework Convention reminds all parties what 
should guide the international community when respond-
ing to climate change challenges. In the turmoil of techni-
cal negotiations, unfortunately, these principles are often 
overlooked or ignored. 

Principle 1 refers to the following critical points: a) the 
concern for present and future generations; b) equity as a 
basis for climate measures; c) the “common but differenti-
ated responsibilities and respective capabilities” and d) the 
role of lead developed countries should have in combat-
ing climate change. Principle 2 focuses special attention to 
the needs and circumstances of developing countries and 

vulnerable communities. These deserve particular consid-
eration. The “Precautionary Principle” is addressed in Prin-
ciple 3, stressing the importance of anticipating, preventing 
or minimizing the causes and mitigating the effects of cli-
mate change. Interestingly, the principle already responds 
to climate skeptics, affirming that “the lack of full scien-
tific certainty should not be used as a reason for postpon-
ing such measures”. The right to development, specifically 
sustainable development, is addressed in Principle 4, while 
links between climate change and economics are high-
lighted in Principle 5, reminding how intertwined they are. 

In the churches’ perspective, justice must be the basic 
criterion of applied ethics in all decisions concerning the 
measures to cope with climate change1. Although climate 
change is a global issue affecting all peoples and nations, 
those who are and will increasingly be affected by negative 
climate change consequences are the vulnerable commu-
nities who have contributed the least to global emissions. 
These include women and children, indigenous peoples, 
poorest communities, people with disabilities and inhabit-
ants of coastal low lying areas. Vulnerable communities and 
states are also much more dependent on natural resources 
for their subsistence and do not have the means to mitigate 
emissions and to adapt to climate change. Their survival is 
at risk, and justice requires that the nation’s most responsi-
ble historically for the adverse ecological conditions should 
take the greatest responsibility towards the adaptation of 
these vulnerable communities and nations. The churches 
have echoed this principle of justice in statements to earlier 
COPs, and repeat it here at COP 16 in Cancun. 

The call for eco-justice and the recognition of ecological 
debt2 are part of the churches’ witness for the care of Cre-
ation. The formulation of demands to repair and repay the 
climate debt to the poorest, the most vulnerable, future gen-
erations and the Earth itself has become the prophetic stance 
of the churches as it confronts the most serious of ecological 
crises, the ethical and moral crisis of climate change. 

Climate justice should undergird the present nego-
tiations. Churches, through lobby work, side events and 
statements to the plenary, recall once again this forgotten 
dimension. 

The holistic approach to climate change that churches 
proclaim also includes the spiritual dimension which must 
not be overlooked or ignored in the deliberations over 
political and economic interests. The hosting of ecumenical 
or interfaith celebrations during the COPs, as well as other 
explicit expressions like demonstrations and messages from 

1. WCC Minute on Global warming and climate Change, WCC 
Central Committee, February 2008.
2. WCC Statement on Eco-justice and Ecological Debt, WCC 
Central Committee, Geneva, September 2009
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local congregations and communities, stress the particular 
contribution that faith based groups and organizations can 
and must bring to the debate. It is our hope that the ethical 
and spiritual considerations will be taken seriously in the 
follow-up deliberations after COP 16. 

There is, therefore, a moral obligation for the churches 
and faith communities to participate in the negotiations of 
the international community in Cancun and in the future. 
Their contribution is twofold: to urge the world to act for 
a more just and equitable world and the same time, rooted 
in their spiritual teachings, convey a message of hope to the 
whole world. 

* Lutheran World Federation (LWF) and World Council of 
Churches (WCC) delegations to COP16 in Cancun include 
the following: Lic Elias Crisostomo Abramides (Ecumenical 
Patriarchate, Argentina); Lic Abraham Colque (ISEAT—
Bolivia); Rev. Freddy De Alwis (CCA—Thailand); Rev. Hen-
rik Grape (CoS—Sweden); Joy Kennedy (UCC—Canada); 
David Le Page (SAFCEI—South Africa); Lic Juan Luis 
Loza (FUMEC—Mexico); Prof Dr Jesse Mugambi (Anglican 
Church of Kenya); Sister Patricia Nagle, IHM (USA); Lic Ser-
gio Rios Carrillo (LWF—Nicaragua); Prof Dr Barbara Rossing 
(LWF—USA); M. Abdus Sabur (AMAN—Thailand); Rev. 
Bill and Rev. Carol Somplatsky-Jarman (PCUSA); Dr Larisa 
Skuratovskaya (Academy of Medical Sciences—Russia) and Dr 
Guillermo Kerber (WCC staff - Uruguay/Switzerland).

c. “Be Stewards of God’s Creation”: Minute on Global 
Warming and Climate Change

Adopted by the WCC Central Committee, Geneva, 
Switzerland, February 20, 2008

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth...
God saw all that he had made, and it was very good”
(Genesis 1:1, 31, NIV)

The present minute builds on previous statements of the 
WCC, especially the statement on the 10th anniversary of 
the Kyoto Protocol, adopted by the WCC executive com-
mittee in September 2007. 

1.   The scriptures affirm that the “earth is the Lord’s and 
everything in it” (Psalm 26:1, NIV). In Genesis 1:28, 
God charges humanity to care for the earth by giving 
humanity “dominion” over it. The word “dominion” 
is most appropriately translated as “stewardship”, since 
humanity is not the master of the earth but steward 
to responsibly care for the integrity of creation. God 

wondrously and lovingly created a world with more 
than enough resources to sustain generations upon gen-
erations of human beings and other living creatures. 
But humanity is not always faithful in its stewardship. 
Mindless production and excessive consumption by 
individuals, corporations and countries have led to con-
tinuous desecration of creation, including global warm-
ing and other forms of climate change.

2.   Indigenous peoples all over the world continue to live 
a respectful way of relating with the environment. The 
sacred nature of the whole creation is also reflected in 
different indigenous world-views. While looking at 
the impact of global warming and climate change, the 
indigenous peoples’ witness provides inspiration and 
encouragement. 

3.   Climate change, as the variation in the earth’s global 
climate or in regional climates over time, and its effects 
are being experienced already in many regions of the 
world. Global warming, i.e. the increase in the average 
temperature of the earth’s near-surface air and oceans, 
is one of the most evident aspects of climate change. 
The average temperature of the earth is rising. This cre-
ates the melting of ice sheets in Antarctica and Green-
land, glaciers, permafrost in mountainous regions and 
the rising of the average sea level. Rising sea levels are 
already affecting some countries like Bangladesh in Asia 
and some islands, particularly in the Pacific. A water 
crisis brought on by severe droughts and unprecedented 
floods has resulted in a lack of access to safe drinking 
water and sanitation. Other effects of climate change 
are hurricanes, cyclones and typhoons, which are 
increasing in strength, causing loss of life and destruc-
tion of the environment and property. Further conse-
quences of climate change are described in the 2007 
“Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
Report”. Thus, human life and the whole of creation are 
suffering a new threat. Climate change raises ecological, 
social, economic, political and ethical issues, and dem-
onstrates the brokenness of relationships between God, 
humankind and creation. 

4.   As stated by the “IPCC Report” and other studies, the 
situation needs urgent mitigation and adaptation mea-
sures in order to prevent further adverse consequences 
of rising temperatures. Mitigation (dealing with the 
causes) is a must for developed countries that will have 
to drastically reduce their carbon dioxide (CO2) emis-
sions. Adaptation (dealing with the impacts) is urgently 
needed by developing countries to be able to cope with 
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the changes that are happening. Those who are and 
will increasingly be affected are the impoverished and 
vulnerable communities of the global South who are 
much more dependent on natural resources for their 
subsistence and do not have the means to adapt to the 
changes. Deforestation in Africa, Asia and Latin Amer-
ica; the increase in vector-borne diseases (like dengue 
or malaria) in the higher altitude areas of Africa as a 
result of the increase in temperature; the forced migra-
tion, displacement and resettlement of populations as 
a result of sea level rise, particularly in the Pacific; are 
some of the impacts that will continue to increase the 
pressure on poor and vulnerable communities. 

5.   To address the threats the world is facing because of cli-
mate change, action must be taken now. In December 
2007, at the Conference of Parties to the UN Frame-
work Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 
Bali, governments agreed on a road map for the negotia-
tion of a new set of commitments under the UNFCCC 
and the Kyoto Protocol for the post-2012 period. Nego-
tiations are to be concluded by the end of 2009. The 
United States is now the sole major emitter who has 
not ratified the Kyoto Protocol. If there is no profound 
change in life styles, development patterns and the pur-
suit of economic growth, humanity will not be able 
to meet the challenge. As the WCC delegation in Bali 
clearly stressed, “it is our conviction as members of faith 
communities that a ‘change of paradigm’ from one way 
of thinking to another is needed if we are to adequately 
respond to the challenge of climate change”. 

6.   Climate change is both an environmental issue and a 
matter of justice. Major greenhouse gas (GHG) emit-
ters have a historic responsibility to assume, to stop 
and to reverse the current trend. Developing countries, 
while looking for better conditions for their people, face 
a dilemma which should be confronted in looking for 
ways not to repeat the path that led to the present situ-
ation. The current unsustainable production and con-
sumption patterns have caused tremendous negative 
effects in the environment and generated what has been 
called an ecological debt towards humanity and the 
earth. This ecological debt can be analyzed in relation 
to the financial debt. To reverse this trend it becomes 
crucial to look for technologies and practices both to 
mitigate and adapt, especially responding to the needs 
of vulnerable communities. 

7.   Churches and religious communities can take key lead-
ership roles in addressing global warming and climate 

change concerns to individuals, communities and gov-
ernments. The question we must pose is whether we 
can rise together to meet this unprecedented opportu-
nity. Churches and religious communities, for example, 
must find ways to challenge and motivate each other to 
measure our ecological and economic “footprints” and 
to follow through by making lasting changes in life-
styles and economic pursuits. Church members have to 
take responsibility for paying their share of the ecologi-
cal debt that looms large in the years ahead. Christians 
should practice “life in all its fullness” (John 10:10) in 
the face of a modern materialism that has now been 
globalized. Steps such as these will be a testimony which 
could permeate societies and be a catalyst for much-
needed change. 

8.   As the effects of global warming can lead to conflict 
between populations competing over resulted scarce 
resources, WCC member churches’ actions with regards 
to climate change should also be seen in relationship 
with the Decade to Overcome Violence and the lead-
up to the International Ecumenical Peace Convocation, 
scheduled to take place in 2011. The theme of the con-
vocation, “Glory to God and Peace on Earth”, high-
lights peace on earth, which should include peace with 
the earth as well as peace among human beings. 

9.   Many churches, ecumenical organizations and specialized 
ministries have already started to take action concern-
ing climate change and global warming. The Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch has played a leadership role advocating for 
the care of creation, involving the scientific community, 
including its concerns in education curricula and call-
ing, on 1 September 1989, to observe September 1st 
(the beginning of the liturgical year in the Orthodox 
Church) as creation day. This call was reiterated by 
the Third European Ecumenical Assembly, meeting in 
Romania in September 2007. Also in September 2007, 
the 9th assembly of the Pacific Conference of Churches 
called on the churches in the Pacific to advocate for “a 
regional immigration policy giving citizens of countries 
most affected by climate change (…) rights to resettle-
ment in other Pacific island nations”, and on the global 
ecumenical family to support this initiative. Forty years 
after the WCC Uppsala assembly, the Church of Swe-
den is organizing in Uppsala an inter-religious summit 
on climate change in November 2008. 

 
The Central Committee of the World Council of 

Churches, meeting in Geneva, Switzerland, 13-20 Febru-
ary 2008: 
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A.   Urgently calls the churches to strengthen their moral 
stand in relationship to global warming and climate 
change, recalling its adverse effects on poor and vul-
nerable communities in various parts of the world, and 
encourages the churches to reinforce their advocacy 
towards governments, NGOs, the scientific commu-
nity and the business sector to intensify cooperation in 
response to global warming and climate change; 

B.   Calls for a profound change in the relationship towards 
nature, economic policies, consumption, production 
and technological patterns. This change is based on 
the commitment of Christian communities and insti-
tutions, including the WCC, which should strengthen 
the work of the Ecumenical Centre Ecology Group to 
continue implementing ecological practices in the Ecu-
menical Centre in Geneva; 

C.   Encourages member churches, specialized ministries and 
other ecumenical partners to:
a.   share and further develop creative ways of practic-

ing ecologically respectful relationships within the 
human community and with the earth; 

b.   share knowledge and affordable technology that 
promote environmentally friendly lifestyles; 

c.   monitor the ecological footprints of individu-
als, parishes, corporations and states and take 
other steps to mitigate climate change and global 
warming; 

D.   Urges member churches to observe through prayers and 
action a special time for creation, its care and steward-
ship, starting on September 1st every year, to advocate 
for the plight of people and communities of the Pacific, 
especially in the low lying atolls of Kiribati and Tuvalu, 
and to find specific ways to show our ecumenical soli-
darity with those most at risk; 

E.   Requests theological schools, seminaries and academies 
to teach stewardship of all creation in order to deepen 
the ethical and theological understanding of the causes 
of global warming and climate change and of the sus-
tainable lifestyle that is needed as a response; 

F.   Promotes the exploration of inter-religious and inter-cul-
tural avenues for cooperation and constructive response, 
such as the inter-religious summit planned by the 
Church of Sweden, ensuring a better stewardship of cre-
ation and a common witness through concrete actions.

d. “Christ Is the Image of the Invisible God, the 
Firstborn of all Creation”: Statement on the 10th 
Anniversary of the Kyoto Protocol

Adopted by the WCC Executive Committee, 
Etchmiadzin, Armenia, September 28, 2007 

“[Christ] is the image of the invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation;
for in him all things in heaven and on earth were created.”
(Colossians 1:15)

1.   The World Council of Churches took up the problem 
of climate change in 1992, informed by a mature ecu-
menical commitment to environmental responsibility. 
Climate change, with its life-threatening consequences, 
challenges churches to witness to the integrity of 
God’s creation. It raises economic, political and ethi-
cal issues, and demonstrates the brokenness of relation-
ships between God, humankind and creation. Human 
activity that contributes to climate change is an offence 
against God who cares for life. 

2.   The Bible teaches the wholeness of creation: Life is 
created, sustained and made whole by the power of 
God’s Holy Spirit (Genesis 1; Romans 8). God creates 
human beings out of the dust of the earth (Genesis 2). 
Sin breaks relationships among humankind and with 
the created order (Genesis 3 and 4; Jeremiah 14, Hosea 
4:1-3). Bearing the marks of human sin, “creation waits 
with eager longing for the revealing of the children of 
God” (Romans 8:19). God provided all creatures with 
the conditions to live life as it is meant to be, in a spe-
cific relation towards one another. When creation is 
threatened by climate change we are called to speak out 
and act as an expression of our commitment to life, jus-
tice and love. 

3.   Many regions of the world are experiencing drastic 
changes in rainfall patterns that result in severe droughts 
and unprecedented floods. Sea levels are rising. Hurri-
canes, cyclones and typhoons are increasing in strength 
and frequency, causing loss of life and destruction of 
the environment and of property. Antarctica, the Arc-
tic, Greenland and mountainous regions are undergo-
ing extraordinary rates of melting due to temperature 
increases. Those who suffer the most from these events 
are impoverished and vulnerable communities. 
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4.   Individually and together in the WCC, more and more 
churches, ecumenical organizations and specialized 
ministries have taken action concerning climate change. 
The Ecumenical Patriarchate in Istanbul issued a call 
to observe September 1 (the beginning of the liturgical 
year in the Orthodox Church) as creation day and His 
All Holiness the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew 
I, a leader in the field, has organized a series of sym-
posiums such as the recent event in Greenland. The 
Third European Ecumenical Assembly in Romania this 
month recommended dedicating a special season of the 
year to creation, beginning with September 1. From the 
Pacific Islands to Russia, from Norway to South Africa, 
churches in all regions have called upon their govern-
ments to join the United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and to ratify the 
Kyoto Protocol. Many including the WCC are work-
ing with groups in civil society and with other faith 
communities. At the Kyoto conference itself, in 1997, 
an inter-religious gathering was held in the Catholic 
Cathedral of Kyoto with participation of Buddhists, 
Christians, Hindus, Jews, Muslims and representatives 
of other religions. 

5.   Now, ten years after the Kyoto Protocol, there is gen-
eral agreement that the climate is changing and human 
activity is a major cause. The UN-sponsored Inter-
governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), for 
instance, has determined that increasing emissions of 
carbon dioxide and other “greenhouse” gases will cause 
a rise in global mean temperatures of 1.4° to 5.8 °C 
(compared to pre-industrial levels) by the end of this 
century. 

6.   The Kyoto Protocol sets out targets and a schedule for 
industrialized countries to reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions. It is an important first step towards a just 
and sustainable global climate policy regime. However, 
in the last ten years, it has become clear that carbon 
emissions are still far above sustainable levels and still 
increasing. Much more radical reductions are urgently 
needed. 

7.   The Kyoto Protocol came into force only in 2005. 174 
countries have now ratified it. However, two major 
emitters, the USA and Australia, have withdrawn from 
the Kyoto process. There is also a trend to convert the 
protocol into a market-based instrument for minimiz-
ing economic damage to national economies and busi-
ness opportunities instead of stressing its purpose of 
limiting greenhouse gas emissions. 

8.  After 2012, when the first commitments of the proto-
col end, a more principle-based approach is essential 
for achieving an effective and equitable global policy 
on climate control. Principles that should be taken into 
account include the principle of equal entitlements to 
the use of the atmosphere and equal rights to develop-
ment; the principle of historic responsibility the pre-
cautionary principle (prospective responsibility); the 
principle of priority for the poorest and weakest; and the 
principle of maximum risk reduction. Some frameworks 
that lay the groundwork for this principle-based regime 
already exist, like the Contraction and Convergence and 
the Greenhouse Development Rights approaches. These 
invite further deliberations and negotiations. 

9.   When the Thirteenth Conference of the Parties to the 
UNFCCC and the Third Session of the Meeting of the 
Parties to the Kyoto Protocol, meet in Bali, Indonesia, 
in December 2007, the need for a broader and more 
radical timetable of action against climate change will 
be high on the agenda. The Bali conference must make 
concrete progress in this regard. 

10.   The need now is for more comprehensive policies 
to support and promote adaptation and mitigation 
programmes in countries severely affected by climate 
change, particularly in the Africa, Caribbean and 
Pacific regions. Governments in the industrialized 
countries should significantly increase support for 
such programmes. Their focus on unqualified eco-
nomic growth must be transformed, along with their 
neglect of its destructive effects on people and the 
environment. They also bear the historic responsibility 
for high emissions. The WCC dedicates its work to 
supporting such a transformation. 

The Executive Committee of the World Council of 
Churches, meeting in Etchmiadzin, Armenia, 25-28 Sep-
tember 2007: 

A.   Reiterates the concerns of the churches over climate 
change and its adverse effects on poor and vulnerable 
communities in many parts of the world; 

B.   Encourages member churches, specialized ministries 
and other ecumenical partners to strengthen their 
commitment and to foster their co-operation with 
regard to climate change; this requires deeper ethical 
and theological reflections about the human causes of 
climate change, exploring inter-religious avenues for 
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cooperation and constructive intervention, and ensur-
ing better stewardship of creation in their own actions; 

C.   Supports the recommendations of the Ecumenical Patri-
archate and the Third European Ecumenical Assembly 
that churches dedicate a special time each year to cre-
ation, its care and stewardship; 

D.   Affirms the basic thrust of the UNFCCC to provide 
an instrument for a significant reduction of greenhouse 
gases in order to mitigate human-induced climate 
change; 

E.   Commemorates the tenth anniversary of the Kyoto Pro-
tocol and celebrates the protocol as an important step 
forward towards a just and sustainable global climate 
policy regime; 

F.   Calls all those countries that have ratified the Kyoto 
Protocol to fully implement its provisions and those 
who have not, for example, USA and Australia, to meet 
targets at least as strict as those included in the protocol; 

G.   Welcomes the strengthening of the Ecumenical Water 
Network and its focus on water issues that are directly 
and indirectly associated with climate change; 

H.   Requests the ecumenical delegation to the Thirteenth 
Conference of the Parties to the UNFCCC and the 
Third Session of the Meeting of the Parties to the 
Kyoto Protocol in Bali in December 2007 to promote 
an agreement that achieves climate stabilization at 2°C 
above pre-industrial levels, or less, and to include con-
cerns noted above in its statement.

e. This Far and No Further: Act Fast and Act Now!

WCC Statement to the High-Level Segment of the 
13th Conference of the Parties (COP 13) to the 
UNFCCC, Bali, Indonesia, December 14, 2007

Mr. President and fellow participants in this UN Climate 
Conference, 

A Change of Paradigm Is Needed
It is our conviction as members of faith communities 

that a Change of Paradigm from one way of thinking to 
another is needed if we are to adequately respond to the 
challenge of climate change. It constitutes a transforma-
tion, a “metamorphosis”. This kind of movement just does 

not happen on its own; it must be catalyzed by agents of 
change. The world Faiths could be one of those catalysts. 

A change in paradigm appears as mandatory in the 
prevailing economic strategy of promoting endless growth 
and production of goods and a seemingly insatiable level 
of consumption among the high-consuming sectors of our 
societies. Such economic and consumption patterns are 
leading to the depletion of critical natural resources and to 
extremely dangerous implications with climate change and 
development. 

Societies must shift to a new paradigm where the oper-
ative principles are ethics, justice, equity, solidarity, human 
development and environmental conservation. 

In our traditions, we believe that the earth was 
entrusted to us but we simply cannot do whatever we want 
with it. We cannot make use of nature using it only as a 
commodity. We must bear in mind that our liberty does 
not allow us to destroy that which sustains life on our 
planet. 

We Must Act Here and Now
Much has been said and written about addressing climate 
change. However, a tangible result is not yet on the hori-
zon. The First Commitment Period within the Kyoto Pro-
tocol ends in 2012. Time is running out to reach equitable 
and sustainable targets for post-2012. 

Are we ready as human beings, as members of the 
global society, as members of our faith communities and 
our organizations, as sovereign nations, to meet what is 
expected from us? Or are we going to implement new 
delays, new strategies to avoid our ethical and moral duties? 
In doing so it would be no less than suicidal, jeopardizing 
the diversity of life in the earth we inhabit, enjoy and share. 

It is time to adopt legal mechanisms that adequately 
respond to the gravity of the situation as documented by 
the IPCC and which have enforcement provisions with 
sufficient strength to compel full compliance. 

The Statement adopted by the World Council of 
Churches Executive Committee on occasion of the “10th 
anniversary of the Kyoto Protocol”, among other issues, 
clearly reminds us of our responsibilities and points us 
toward the future: 

•   The Kyoto Protocol sets out targets and a schedule for 
industrialized countries to reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions. It is an important first step towards a just and 
sustainable global climate policy regime. However, in the 
last ten years, it has become clear that carbon emissions 
are still far above sustainable levels and still increasing. 
Much more radical reductions are urgently needed. 
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40. Rereading Biblical Traditions on Crisis and 
Catastrophes as Used in Christian Zionism, 
Climate Change and HIV/AIDS

 Report from WCC Global Platform on 
theological reflection and analysis  
(2008 meeting)

The WCC debate on biblical hermeneutics also found visible 
expression in a consultation which was titled the “Global Plat-
form on the Bible, Crisis and Catastrophe” in 2008 and which 
brought together various experts to discuss on how the Bible is 
read responsibly in its own terms and responsively towards the 
crises and catastrophes that confront us. Three case studies—
on Christian Zionism, climate change and HIV/AIDS - were 
selected for the widely different positions Christians have taken 
on these issues, supported by reference to the Bible. It was the 
aim of the consultation,  rather than caricaturing the use of the 
Bible by those who think very differently about these issues, to 
be self-critical of our own practice in how biblical interpreta-
tions are made and used.

Study Questions

1.   What kind of critical hermeneutical issues are raised with 
the particular tradition of Christian Zionism and its read-
ing of biblical traditions? 

2.   What reflections are offered to deal with various biblical 
traditions (apocalyptic, etc.) in the context of current reflec-
tions on natural disasters and climate change?

3.   What fundamental theological issues remain to be discussed 
according to the paper and your own opinion in the way 
biblical interpretations are used in relation to contempo-
rary issues of controversial nature?

The Bible, Crisis and Catastrophe

The theme of the 2008 Global Platform, The Bible, Crisis 
and Catastrophe1, was chosen because Christians use the 
Bible to interpret crises and catastrophes in many different 
ways. The Bible is used to promote a range of responses 
from passive acceptance through to challenge to work for 
change. In all of these the Bible is often used very selec-
tively to support particular positions. The challenge for the 

1. WCC Global Platform on theological reflection and analysis, 29 
September-1 October 2008.

•   The Kyoto Protocol came into force only in 2005. 175 
countries have now ratified it… There is also a trend to 
convert the protocol into a market-based instrument for 
minimizing economic damage to national economies 
and business opportunities instead of stressing its pur-
pose of limiting greenhouse gas emissions. 

•   After 2012, when the first commitments of the proto-
col end, a more principle-based approach is essential 
for achieving an effective and equitable global policy 
on climate control. Principles that should be taken into 
account include the principle of equal entitlements to the 
use of the atmosphere and equal rights to development; 
the principle of historic responsibility the precautionary 
principle (prospective responsibility); the principle of 
priority for the poorest and weakest; and the principle of 
maximum risk reduction.

•   …the need for a broader and more radical timetable of 
action against climate change will be high on the agenda. 
The Bali conference must make concrete progress in this 
regard. 

•   The need now is for more comprehensive policies to 
support and promote adaptation and mitigation pro-
grammes in countries severely affected by climate change, 
particularly in the Africa, Caribbean and Pacific regions. 

We have arrived to the point where we know what 
is causing climate change. We have expressed all our con-
cerns, cleared our doubts and affirmed what took us to the 
inequitable situation where the poorer carry the burden of 
the irresponsible waste of resources, energy and extreme 
consumerism of the richer. It is time now to start taking 
the positive actions that will lead us to find practical solu-
tions to the problems of the great majority of today’s world 
population. 

The eyes of the world are on us. Hundreds of millions 
of people, women and men, young and aged, have placed 
their hopes on us. We have to realize that we are kept in 
their prayers, every one of them following their own reli-
gious tradition. And this we cannot forget. Our mission is 
not to deceive or disappoint them. 

Our willing participation in these great changes is 
required today, now, and not tomorrow. There is no time 
left for endless words. There must be no more delays. Once 
more we cry out: 

“THIS FAR AND NO FURTHER: ACT FAST AND 
ACT NOW!”
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ecumenical movement faced in the 2008 Global Platform 
is how we read the Bible responsibly in its own terms and 
responsively towards the crises and catastrophes that con-
front us.

The meeting, as part of the 2008 Global Platform pro-
cess, brought together a diverse group of participants with 
appropriate experience and knowledge to spend three days 
actually doing theological reflection and analysis on the 
theme. The process was designed to actively engage the par-
ticipants so that we were all contributors rather than only 
being responders to the input of a few. The intended out-
come was not to produce an agreed statement or report but 
to share this experience in order to encourage such theolog-
ical reflection and analysis in the ecumenical movement. 

Following an initial discussion on how participants 
used the Bible in their own contexts, we engaged with 
three case studies – Christian Zionism, climate change and 
HIV/AIDS. These had been chosen for the widely different 
positions Christians take on them, supported by reference 
to the Bible. Rather than caricaturing the use of the Bible 
by those who think very differently about these issues, we 
wanted to be self-critical of our own practice.

Information about the case studies and a record of the 
meeting are available on the Global Platform’s web forum 
on http://www.oikoumene.org. This report focuses on 
what we learnt from them for our reading the Bible, rather 
than recording our observations on the issues themselves.

Christian Zionism stands apart from the other two 
issues as it is created by a particular reading of the Bible, 
although it gains prominence by being supportive of power-
ful political interests. It raises some fundamental questions 
for Biblical interpretation, for example: the relationship 
between the Old and New Testaments; literal versus alle-
gorical or spiritual interpretation; the relative value placed 
on prophecy, law, history, wisdom and mysticism; entering 
into dialogue with the text and the internal dialectic of the 
Bible; recovering the voices overlaid and obscured by inter-
pretation; the significance of the position of a text within 
the canon of the Bible. One particular issue is how to chal-
lenge some presuppositions of Christian Zionism and yet 
to take the Jews seriously as people of faith. We noted how 
vested interests control the interpretation of the Bible. 
How do churches with great possessions and influence, for 
which the idea of being dispossessed is offensive, read scrip-
tures which have emerged from a people who were dispos-
sessed? We also noted how people in the churches are rarely 
encouraged to exercise and develop their own hermeneuti-
cal skills.

Climate change presents us with the question of how 
we can use the Bible to address an urgent situation with 
hope. In reading Genesis, some say that the promise of 

God was only not to destroy the earth by water. This leaves 
it open for destruction by other means, e.g. fire. They may 
also use the promise to deny the need for human action. In 
the prophets there is a close relationship between human 
sin and the natural world. Looking at Jonah, we may put 
ourselves into the role of Jonah but what if we are Nineveh 
where the human and natural community was challenged 
changed their behavior. Are scientists Jonah for us? Jonah 
highlights the difference between prophecy and predic-
tion. Jonah offers prediction which proves to be wrong. 
However his prophecy is effective. In the wisdom litera-
ture, Job is confronted by God’s question ‘did you create?’ 
to which the expected answer was ‘no’. However, today 
humanity can in some areas answer ‘yes’. The tradition of 
lament presents God’s cry of lament for the earth which 
need not be read as a curse of the earth. The Biblical tradi-
tion of lament can be seen in protest. Apocalyptic books 
are often thought to be anti-environmental. The world of 
nature is a part of God’s way of responding to the situa-
tion of an oppressive empire as in Daniel. We can read it 
as more about the end of an unjust empire than the end of 
the created order. The plagues in revelation, echoing Exo-
dus, can be read as nature participating in judgment - as a 
call to repentance with the intention of transformation and 
renewal rather than destruction. Again, the end of empire, 
not the created order

Even though some texts present difficulties (2 Peter 
3, for example, appears to encourage destruction of the 
earth by fire, which could be understood in terms of global 
warming), we should wrestle with them rather than ignore 
them. There is also the danger of a battle of interpretations 
that does not get us anywhere. We cannot only take an 
issue like climate change and look for how the Bible may 
help us, we can also read texts (e.g. given to us in a lection-
ary) and be open to how each may speak to the issues that 
confront us. How do we read the Bible with a sense of 
urgency but without fatalism?

For HIV/AIDS, the case study was introduced from 
inside the experience. Personal testimony illustrated how 
in different congregations the Bible could be used to reject 
and condemn or to promote healing and the love of the 
person with HIV/AIDS for who they are. Several of the 
issues relating to the use of the Bible are covered in relation 
to the earlier case studies and so will not be repeated here. 
The argument that God causes suffering as a punishment 
for sin can be seen as a Biblical justification for prevailing 
attitudes rather than the source of them. The good news 
for the HIV/AIDS sufferer is that for everyone, as in John 
3.16. Pastors and leaders need more help in their theologi-
cal training in using the Bible in their preaching and pas-
toral practice and in helping people in their own reading. 
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The Bible can help us explore the difference between heal-
ing and cure. How do we relate biblical world views (e.g. 
demonic forces) to modern world views? How does the 
Bible affirm life, rather than deny it?

Following the case studies, the participants devoted 
an afternoon working in groups and all together to reflect 
on what had emerged on using the Bible. Some princi-
ples began to emerge which are described in a fuller form 
towards the end of this report. Three additional issues were 
named that did not explicitly emerge in the discussion in 
the case studies: the significance of the experience the per-
son/community as a starting point for engaging with the 
Bible; the Bible in the context of sacred books normative 
for other religious communities; understanding what we 
do to the Bible in reading it and what the Bible does to us 
in reading it.

In order to test and develop the emerging ideas from 
the case studies and the subsequent reflection, we decided 
to change the proposed programme and actually under-
take some Bible study. Three groups were formed, each 
to engage with one passage – Jonah 3&4; Mark 13.1-27; 
Luke 16.19-31. 

In the Bible study we tried to apply some of the prin-
ciples we had discussed, using our own critical reflections 
and interpretations from our various faith standpoints and 
social locations. Some of the groups used an approach of 
asking the questions: with whom do you read? What is the 
action in the text? What experiences and emotions does 
the text evoke in you? What traces of culture do you see in 
the text? In their analysis of the Bible study session, all the 
groups reported very positively on the significant benefit of 
engaging with the Bible together with people from differ-
ent traditions and cultures. It helped participants to have 
new insights beyond their usual interpretation.

The reports back from these led to a further time of 
reflection from which the following principles emerged. 
Although we have listed them as 10 separate principles they 
inevitably relate closely to each other. 

1.   The key hermeneutical principle to be adopted in reading 
biblical texts is that our readings should be ‘life affirming’. 
We believe that there is ample justification for such a 
hermeneutic offered within the Bible itself, for example 
Jesus’ comment in Mark when asked himself to exegete 
scripture that ‘He is God not of the dead, but of the 
living’ (Mark 12.27), and the clearly stated purpose of 
the Gospel of John ‘These are written so that you may 
come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of 
God, and that through believing you may have life in 
his name.’ (John 20.31). Near the end of the Book of 
Deuteronomy a choice was offered, which still applies 
to God’s people today: ‘See, I have set before you today 

life and prosperity, death and adversity… Choose life.’ 
(Deuteronomy 30.15,19). The salvific life offered by 
scripture can be compared to a series of buoys guiding 
us to safety on a path through the waters. We believe 
that God’s will of ‘life’, not simply for human beings, 
but for the whole of creation (Genesis 9.16), is a funda-
mental given which we can use to monitor our reading 
of the Bible as a whole. 

2.   Our reading of biblical texts needs to be self-reflective and 
self-critical. We need to be honest about the presupposi-
tions and prejudices, both individual and communal, 
that we bring to our understanding of scripture. We are 
(whether we wish to be or not) shaped by and deeply 
embedded in a specific set of social, cultural, ecclesial, 
economic and political realities and these provide the 
lens through which we tend to view and interpret bib-
lical texts. We must not use biblical texts uncritically 
to reinforce our own particular concerns. For example, 
we need to recognize that the insecurities of modernity 
are a significant factor which has led to the popularity 
of particular ‘apocalyptic’ readings of scripture, such as 
‘the rapture’. 

3.   In response to the issues raised in point 2 we note that 
it is important to read scripture in community, as well as 
individually. Such communal reading may take a vari-
ety of forms. It will include the communal reading of 
scripture as part of worship, but also communal study 
of biblical texts. We believe that it is beneficial to seek 
diversity in such communities of reading: our own 
experience of reading biblical texts during this Global 
Platform has been much enhanced by the geographical, 
cultural, age-related and ecclesial spread of the partici-
pants (we also regretted the lack of linguistic diversity in 
the group, or at least at the meeting.). We also note that 
on occasion it can be helpful to read and study our own 
biblical texts in the presence of people of other faiths, 
to allow their insights to inform and challenge our own. 
(See further on the nature of ‘communities of reading’ 
under point 7 below.)

4.   In our reading we also need to allow the diversity of voices 
in both Testaments to be heard. We acknowledge the 
importance of taking seriously the biblical canon as a 
whole. We welcome the diversity that this implies, for 
example the fact that we have four canonical Gospels 
suggests that the early church’s experience of Jesus was 
so overwhelming that it was felt impossible for any one 
single voice to capture and express the intensity of this 
experience. The principle of canonicity is especially 
helpful when we are required to interpret difficult or 
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‘toxic’ texts. It is essential to view them within the wider 
parameters of the whole of scripture. However we also 
note that there is sometimes a danger of forgetting that 
we have two Testaments within this canon; that there is 
a tendency in some Christian circles either to ignore the 
Old Testament, or to interpret it in a narrowly ‘Chris-
tological’ way. This we believe offers us an inadequate 
expression of the whole biblical meta-narrative. We sug-
gest that just as Christians are normally willing to inter-
pret and critique the Old Testament in the light of the 
New, so it is also important to interpret the New in the 
light of the Old. For example in relation to issues such 
as climate change it is crucial not to allow texts such as 2 
Peter 3.12 to be read without also taking account of the 
predominant Old Testament motif that the visible cre-
ation is ‘good’ and willed by God. Conversely we found 
it helpful in our study of Jonah both to read the Old 
Testament text in the light of the Gospel references to 
the ‘sign of Jonah’, and to realize that the understanding 
of the meaning of this sign differed between Matthew 
and Luke, the two Gospels which refer to it. 

5.   A vital principle for our reading of and engagement with 
biblical texts is that our interpretations should inspire us 
to action, to work towards structural change and quali-
tative differences in the life of human beings. Reading 
needs to be transformative both of ourselves and of the 
societies in which we live, work and worship. We read 
texts in the light of and in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
The story of Jacob’s wrestling with the angel (Genesis 
32.22-32) seems to be used in scripture as a metaphor 
for how the people of God understood their vocation: 
it is only as Jacob ‘wrestles’ both with the divine reality 
and the need for reconciliation with his brother Esau, 
and is wounded and transformed by the struggle, that 
he can be granted a new name and enter on upon his 
role as founding ancestor of God’s people. Similarly the 
image of ‘wrestling’ both with scripture and the reali-
ties around us is a useful one to remember as we seek 
to place ourselves under the authority of scripture, to 
become both transformed ourselves and discover the 
means of being agents of transformation. 

6.   A key principle for interpretation is that the right appli-
cation of scripture does not remove human responsibility. 
Because of the nature of our ‘case studies’, especially 
Christian Zionism and climate change, we gave par-
ticular attention to the theme of biblical prophecy. We 
suggest that it is unhelpful and inaccurate to regard bib-
lical prophecy as simply predictive in a narrowly predes-
tinarian sense. The prophets’ visions of future judgment 
were always to call people to deep repentance and to 

offer an alternative to the disasters that would otherwise 
fall upon them. The prophets indeed placed their listen-
ers in a risky situation – but the risk was inviting them 
into an open relationship with God. The book of Jonah 
offers a startling example of this: the repentance of the 
people of Nineveh in response to Jonah’s brief words 
averts the disaster that Jonah predicted was going to 
take place. It does not however make Jonah’s prophecy 
any less ‘true’. Biblical prophecy seeks to open up his-
tory rather than close it down, and to enable us through 
our repentance and response to undertake the ‘hopeful 
responsibility’ of helping to shape that future. Revela-
tion’s vision of a new heaven and a new heaven (Rev. 
21–22) is a call to action not an invitation to passivity. 

7.   Linked to the previous point we also noted that a pri-
mary feature of biblical prophecy is its determination to 
speak to and critique oppressive power structures. This lib-
erating element is more significant than any predictive 
one. This offers an important principle for interpreta-
tion. Prophecy is not fatalism, but seeks to promote 
active hope about the possibility of changing cultures 
of domination and exclusion. In our reading of both 
the Old Testament and the New we need to take this 
seriously. Jesus’ manifesto in his sermon in the syna-
gogue in Nazareth, in which he locates himself and his 
ministry in succession to the prophets of the Old Tes-
tament, makes this very clear. Jesus speaks sharply of 
‘Today’ rather than a future either near or distant, and 
overtly proclaims ‘release to the captives’ (Luke 4.16-
21). In our world of the present in which the concept 
of ‘Empire’ is a dominant force, we need to bear this 
in mind as we seek to use scripture prophetically when 
confronted by the issues of today. 

8.   However we are also aware of the insidiousness of 
‘Empire’; how in using such a term we may be suc-
cumbing to the agenda of those who are tainted by 
empire even as they seek to oppose it. The canonical 
prophets, and those in the New Testament who stand in 
their footsteps, were themselves marginalized people in 
their world and society. Bearing this in mind we believe 
that a significant principle in biblical interpretation is the 
need to privilege reading through the eyes of young people 
and the marginalized. In the Book of Exodus God refers 
particularly to hearing the ‘cry’ of the marginalized in 
that context (Exodus 22.23). It is legitimate to sug-
gest that a similar privileging today would allow special 
weight to the reading of scripture by those who are the 
outsiders of today. The process of reading requires us to 
engage in an ongoing critique of the authority under 
which we ourselves operate, as well as the ‘powers and 
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41. A Treasure in Earthen Vessels: Study 
Document on Ecumenical Hermeneutics: Faith 
and Order 1998

Issues of hermeneutics are involved not only when Christians 
within different denominational traditions interpret the same 
biblical traditions, but also when Christians engage in ecu-
menical dialogue and read ecumenical statements or each 
other’s doctrinal statements from the perspective of their own 
hermeneutical assumptions and theological traditions. Ecu-
menical hermeneutics in this wider sense has been an issue 
and major topic in the work of Faith and Order Commission 
of WCC in the 1990s and was brought together in a common 
study document developed at the request of the Fifth World 
Conference on Faith and Order (Santiago de Compostela, 
1993). 

Study Questions

1.   In what sense is the mission of the church to proclaim the 
Gospel described as a fundamental hermeneutical task? 
What is the distinct role and task of ecumenical hermeneu-
tics over against the general mandate to develop a proper 
theological hermeneutics?

2.   What kind of contribution is being suggested by the study 
paper for a better understanding of the relation between 
Scripture and tradition provided by a reflected ecumenical 
hermeneutics?

3.   What are the implications of the three different phases of 
interpretation for the practice of ecumenical dialogues?

Preface

This text explores the complex, potentially conflictual but 
often creative field of hermeneutics, focused specifically on 
the hermeneutical task entailed in the ecumenical search 
for visible church unity. This exploration, carried out at the 
request of the Fifth World Conference on Faith and Order 
(Santiago de Compostela, 1993), is a part of the ongoing 
work of Faith and Order. 

Hermeneutical questions emerged in ecumenical work 
already in its beginnings. The churches’ responses to the 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry text made it especially 
clear that Faith and Order needed to reflect on what is 
involved when authors, readers and interpreters of ecu-
menical documents come from many different contexts 

principalities’ that we are seeking to address. The com-
munity of authentic biblical interpreters cannot be 
static, rather it needs to be prepared continually to be 
reformed and through this shift to witness in its own 
life to the transforming power of scripture.

9.   We believe that the motif of a spiral, used frequently in edu-
cational methodology, offers a significant guiding principle 
for biblical reading and interpretation. It is an ongoing 
process in which worship, study, experience and action 
all need to play a part. All exist in a continuous dialectic 
with each other, so that we cannot talk about the begin-
ning or end of the spiral. Just as biblical study needs to 
lead to transforming action, so the experience we gain 
through such action should lead us back to the biblical 
text and re-read it in the light of what we have learned, 
both from our action and our prayer. Orthodox spiritu-
ality refers to discovering a ‘treasure store’; which takes 
us ever deeper into the life and desires of God. The con-
tinuing quest of biblical interpretation needs to be car-
ried out in the spirit and excitement of those who have 
found an inexhaustible treasure. 

10.   Finally, and drawing together all the previous points, 
we would want to suggest that the possibility of inex-
haustibility of meaning is in itself a critical principle for 
biblical interpretation. Previous generations of biblical 
scholarship focused on delving into biblical texts and 
discovering their original – and one – meaning. More 
recently it has been appreciated that implicit in inter-
pretation is a process of communication between text 
and reader and that this inevitably means that multi-
farious meanings of a biblical text are not only pos-
sible but actually speak of the richness of canonical 
scripture. In the light of the topics we reflected on at 
the Global platform, we would therefore perhaps want 
to suggest that when people are sure that their, and 
only their, interpretation of a biblical text is a correct 
one – that might actually in itself call in question the 
validity of their interpretation! 

The 2008 Global Platform for theological reflection 
and analysis has demonstrated the power and the value 
of the theme The Bible, Crisis and Catastrophe. However, 
theological reflection on using the Bible in crisis and catas-
trophe should not come out of an abstract consideration of 
what we offer here but out of an active engagement with 
the Bible together. We offer our process and these prin-
ciples to encourage you and to offer some starting points 
for your own theological reflection.
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and confessions. The significance of the hermeneutical 
task for the ecumenical movement has deepened and wid-
ened since this initial perception. Indeed, representatives 
of churches from all parts of the world who participated 
in the Santiago conference made it clear that the work of 
Faith and Order could progress fruitfully only with serious 
exploration of the hermeneutical issues. 

This text is the product of three study consultations 
(Dublin 1994, Lyons 1996 and Bossey 1997), and two 
small drafting meetings (Boston 1994 and Faverges 1998). 
Participants in these gatherings included members of the 
World Council of Churches’ Commission on Faith and 
Order, joined by scholars particularly interested in her-
meneutical questions. Participants came from all parts of 
the world and represented many ecclesial traditions (e.g. 
Anglican, Anabaptist/Pietist, Lutheran, Methodist, Old 
Catholic, Orthodox, Reformed, Roman Catholic). Interim 
versions were reviewed and critiqued at various stages by 
the Board of Faith and Order and by its Plenary Commis-
sion meeting in Moshi, Tanzania, in 1996. They have also 
been studied and responded to by a number of scholars 
in the field. Each and every response along the way has 
received careful attention. 

It is hoped that the present text will be helpful to: 

•   groups and committees preparing and responding to 
ecumenical documents;

•   councils of churches creating study programmes;

•   ecumenical officers and ecumenical committees of 
churches developing interchurch relations;

•   persons who exercise a ministry of oversight;

•   local churches and their ministers;

•   teachers of ecumenism. 

In each instance, persons and groups are invited to 
take into consideration the exploration of ecumenical 
hermeneutics begun here. One of the best ways to receive 
this text is to use it to develop hermeneutical guidelines 
and other study materials appropriate to particular confes-
sional, ecumenical and contextual settings. The ultimate 
hope is to assist in witnessing to the “treasure” which we 
have from God “in earthen vessels”. 

A. Introduction 

1. The unsearchable mystery of God’s love was made mani-
fest, through the power of the Holy Spirit, in the covenant 
with Israel and fully revealed in the life, death and resurrec-
tion of Jesus Christ. This mystery has been proclaimed in 

the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments. Christian 
faith is the saving gift from God, which enables believers to 
receive the good news of God’s love for all human beings 
and to become children of God and members of Christ’s 
body the Church. Faith in Christ gives life to the commu-
nion (koinonia) of the Church. This faith has been handed 
on and received since apostolic times, from one generation 
to the next and from culture to culture. 

2. This transmission takes place within the ambiguities of 
human history and the challenges of daily Christian life. So 
Paul can speak of us as having “this treasure in earthen ves-
sels” (2 Cor 4:7). Thus faith also relies upon human forms 
of expression and interpretation, dialogue and communi-
cation, all of which are fragile and all too often fragmented 
embodiments, none of which is completely adequate, 
of the mystery which has been revealed. These manifold 
human forms of expression include not only texts but also 
symbols and rites, stories and practices. Only at the end 
of time will the Church’s contemplation of God’s revealed 
mystery go beyond a partial knowledge and arrive at that 
“knowing even as we are known” of which Paul writes in 1 
Cor 13: 9-12. 

3. Unity in confessing the faith is among the essential 
ways in which the koinonia of the Church is made visible. 
The ecumenical movement has helped divided Christian 
communities to realize that even now they are united in a 
“growing, real though still imperfect koinonia” (Santiago 
de Compostela, 1993). This realization, however, cannot 
obscure the fact that significant differences in interpreting 
the faith still remain. In order to fulfill their vocation to 
grow in communion, the churches need to reflect together 
about the various ways in which the faith is expressed and 
interpreted. 

4. The unprecedented changes occurring in our times 
because of the developments in mass media and in the 
means of communication make Christians more acutely 
aware of the religious, cultural, political and economic 
diversities which characterize the human family. The com-
munity of believers must formulate its faith anew within 
such contexts. In this sense the mission to proclaim the 
Gospel in terms meaningful to people of today is essentially 
a hermeneutical task. All churches share the challenge of 
proclaiming God’s Word in credible ways within the diver-
sity of contemporary cultures and by means of the oral and 
visual instruments of communication, be they traditional 
or those made available by contemporary technology. 
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1. The Task of Ecumenical Hermeneutics 
5. The particular purpose of this text is to explore the poten-
tial of ecumenical hermeneutics. Ecumenical hermeneutics 
shares with other forms of hermeneutics the goal of facili-
tating interpretation, communication and reception of 
texts, symbols and practices which give shape and meaning 
to particular communities. In recent years the definitions 
of hermeneutics have multiplied in philosophy and theol-
ogy, and the scope of the term has been widened beyond 
giving principles for the interpretation of Holy Scripture. 
In this text we take the term hermeneutics to mean both

•   the art of interpretation and application of texts, symbols 
and practices in the present and from the past, 

•   and the theory about the methods of such interpretation 
and application.1 

More specifically, theological hermeneutics concerns 
itself with texts, symbols, and practices which have been 
inherited and shaped within a tradition of faith. For Chris-
tians this tradition of faith includes the Scriptures of the 
Old and the New Testaments and the expressions of the 
Christian faith transmitted and re-expressed through the 
centuries. Within theological hermeneutics, ecumenical 
hermeneutics serves the specific task of focusing on how 
texts, symbols and practices in the various churches may be 
interpreted, communicated and mutually received as the 
churches engage in dialogue. In this sense it is a hermeneu-
tics for the unity of the Church. 

6. The process of hermeneutical reflection impels and 
enables a living and faithful re-reading of any given text, 
symbol, or practice. A hermeneutics for unity 

•  aims at greater coherence in the interpretation of the faith 
and in the community of all believers as their voices unite 
in common praise of God. 

•   should make possible a mutually recognizable (re)appro-
priation of the sources of the Christian faith 

1. The following definitions, drawn from recently published 
scholarly dictionaries of philosophy, illustrate a certain degree 
of consensus within the scientific literature on the topic. E.g., 
Hermeneutics: “The method of interpretation, first of texts, and 
secondly of the whole social, historical and psychological world” 
(Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy, Oxford 1994); “The art or 
theory of interpretation, or ...the interaction between interpreter 
and text that is part of the history of what is understood” 
(Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, Cambridge 1995); “A 
methodology of the right understanding and the meaningful 
explication and application of texts” (Europäische Enzyklopaedie zu 
Philosophie und Wissenschaften, Hamburg 1990). 

•   and should prepare ways of common confession and 
prayer in spirit and truth. 

Such an interpretation, which seeks to manifest the 
integral unity of the Christian faith and community, has 
been called “hermeneutics of coherence”. At the same time 
the process of hermeneutical reflection reveals the time-
bound character of the traditional forms and formula-
tions as well as any ambiguous or vested interests on the 
part of the interpreters both past and present. This means 
that the interpreters should also be interpreted. This criti-
cal and testing aspect of the hermeneutical task is known 
as “hermeneutics of suspicion”. In a constantly ongoing 
process, a responsible ecumenical hermeneutics will try to 
serve the truth, alerted by suspicion but always aiming at 
coherence. 

7. The Church is called to be a hermeneutical community, 
that is, a community within which there is a commitment 
to explore and interpret anew the given texts, symbols 
and practices. The tasks of a hermeneutical community 
also include overcoming misunderstandings, controversies 
and divisions; identifying dangers; resolving conflicts; and 
preventing schisms predicated on divisive interpretations 
of the Christian faith. The needs of the people of God in 
ever-new circumstances of faithful life and witness are also 
integral to this task. As a hermeneutical community, the 
Church also submits itself to being interpreted by the ever-
challenging Word of God. 

8. This applies to each and every local church, and is a 
constant challenge within each confessional family of 
churches. As the churches engage in dialogue in the grow-
ing communion of churches in the ecumenical movement, 
a further and wider hermeneutical community is created. 
As it engages in ecumenical dialogue each church and tra-
dition opens itself to being interpreted by other churches 
and traditions. To listen to the other does not necessarily 
mean to accept what other churches say, but to reckon with 
the possibility “hermeneutics of confidence”. A hermeneutics 
for unity should entail an ecumenical method whereby 
Christians from various cultures and contexts, as well as 
different confessions, may encounter one another respect-
fully, always open to a metanoia which is a true “change of 
mind” and heart. 

9. The ecumenical movement provides particular opportu-
nities for the churches to reflect together on issues of inter-
pretation and communication for the sake of ecclesial unity 
and the renewal of human community. But immediately it 
becomes clear that many Christian divisions are themselves 
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based on conflicting interpretations of the texts, symbols 
and practices of the Christian faith. If we reflect together 
and agree on how traditions are to be interpreted, then 
the divisions of the churches—both those of longstand-
ing character and new ones—might be better understood 
and even overcome. In this way, common reflection about 
our interpretations serves the “charism of truth” which has 
been entrusted to the people of God and its apostolic min-
istry. As a common ecclesial exercise of the gift of discern-
ment, this reflection reveals the salvific power of the Holy 
Spirit in making known the Gospel and in uniting us with 
God. It brings into clearer focus the Spirit’s own message, 
by resolving conflicts and preventing schisms, by sharing 
insights among churches, and by responding to the needs 
and questions of the people of God in our contemporary 
circumstances. 

10. The need for hermeneutical reflection is not peculiar 
to our own age. Throughout the history of Christianity, 
diverse forms of interpretation have been used by differ-
ent churches and denominations within various cultures 
and contexts. Given the wealth of cultural and linguistic 
differences, given the various structures of decision-mak-
ing and the many ways of reading the Scriptures which 
have appeared over time and, perhaps most importantly, 
given the unsearchable mystery of God which surpasses 
any human expression, one can only rejoice in much of the 
diversity in the interpretation and practice of the apostolic 
faith. We need to acknowledge that the hidden mystery 
of God is revealed to us in manifold ways and we need 
together to recognize the variety of ways in which that mys-
tery has been and is understood, expressed and lived. At the 
same time, for the sake of coherence of the faith and the 
unity of the community, a common understanding of the 
interpretative process is crucial for enabling the churches to 
affirm together their common Christian identity and to be 
open to what the Spirit is saying through the faith, life and 
witness of one another.2 

2. The Origins of This Study 
11. Reflection about hermeneutics arises with fresh 
urgency at this moment in the history of the ecumenical 
movement. A new climate of trust and mutual account-
ability has been nurtured, but at the same time there are 
hesitations and even retreats because churches are not 
clear about the meaning of ongoing work toward visible 
unity. The past thirty years of Faith and Order dialogue, 
as well as the dialogues of other multi- and bi-lateral com-
missions, have produced numerous convergence texts and 
agreements directed toward a common understanding of 

2. Cf. BEM, Ministry 52.

the Gospel and the Church, including its creeds, sacra-
ments, and ministry. Yet many questions remain. In our 
present situation, the impossibility of eucharistic sharing is 
felt with pain by many Christians. In particular, the texts 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry; Confessing the One Faith 
and Church and World have raised hermeneutical ques-
tions for the life of the churches. The process of officially 
responding to BEM has revealed many unexamined her-
meneutical assumptions underlying not only the churches’ 
responses but also the very question concerning the extent 
to which they can recognize in the BEM-text the faith of 
the Church through the ages.3 The fresh urgency to reflect 
together about hermeneutics is further heightened as new 
challenges of Christian living in today’s world threaten to 
create new schisms within as well as among churches. 

12. While describing the present situation among divided 
Christian communities as one of a “growing, real though 
still imperfect koinonia,” the Fifth World Conference 
of Faith and Order in Santiago de Compostela (1993) 
pointed to three different, yet related tasks which are vital 
to furthering such growth:

•   to overcome and to reconcile the criteriological differ-
ences with regard to a faithful interpretation of the one 
Gospel, recognizing the multiform richness and diversity 
of the Canon of the Scriptures, as it is read, explicated 
and applied in the life of the churches, but at the same 
time strengthening the awareness of the one Tradition 
within the many traditions;4

•   to express and communicate the one Gospel in and 
across various, sometimes even conflicting contexts, cul-
tures and locations;5 

•   to work toward mutual accountability, discernment and 
authoritative teaching and towards credibility in com-
mon witness before the world, and finally towards the 
eschatological fullness of the truth in the power of the 
Holy Spirit.6

13. The present text will address these three tasks in 
the following way:

3. Cf. Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry 1982-1990: Report on the 
Process and the Responses, Faith and Order Paper No. 149, WCC 
Geneva 1990, pp. 32-35. 
4. Cf. On the Way to Fuller Koinonia: Official Report of the Fifth 
World Conference on Faith and Order, Thomas F. Best and Gunther 
Gassmann (eds.), Faith and Order Paper No. 166, WCC Geneva 
1994, Section II, para. 18, p. 241.
5. Ibid. Section I, para. 15-16, p. 232.
6. Ibid. Section III, para 31, pp. 251f. and Section IV, para. 3, p. 
254.
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•   In the first section (B. Common Understanding of the 
One Tradition) an explicitly hermeneutical framework 
will be applied to the important themes raised by the 
Montreal study “Scripture, Tradition and traditions”. 
This reflection may take us beyond Montreal, as it 
considers the interpretation of Scripture and tradition 
in a more hermeneutically conscious way, especially 
with greater sensitivity to the conditions involved in 
interpretation. 

•   In the second section (C. One Gospel in Many Con-
texts) the text explores the hermeneutical and theological 
significance of the fact that the ecumenical movement 
includes the participation of communities from many 
differing cultures and contexts, and offers reflections 
which can lead to a more successful inter-contextual 
dialogue. 

•   The third section (D. The Church as a Hermeneutical 
Community) explores three dimensions of the process of 
interpretation: the activity of discernment, the exercise 
of authority and the task of reception. 

B. Common Understanding of the One Tradition 

1. Past Exploration of the Theme 
14. From the World Council of Churches, from the Chris-
tian World Communions and from bi-lateral dialogues, as 
well as from the councils of each church, a great deal of 
agreed theological reflection has been produced in the past 
century. There is always a danger of ecumenical “loss of 
memory”. Those engaged in the interpreting process need 
to use the original documents as well as the many explana-
tory books and pamphlets that make available ecumenical 
agreements. Particularly relevant from past exploration for 
the present task is the Fourth World Conference on Faith 
and Order.

15. The Fourth World Conference on Faith and Order at 
Montreal (1963), was able to say: 

By the Tradition is meant the Gospel itself, transmit-
ted from generation to generation in and by the Church, 
Christ Himself present in the life of the Church. By tra-
dition is meant the traditionary process. The term tradi-
tions is used...to indicate both the diversity of forms of 
expression and also what we call confessional traditions, 
for instance the Lutheran tradition or the Reformed tradi-
tion...the word appears in a further sense, when we speak 
of cultural traditions. (Section II, para. 39.) 

Our starting point is that we as Christians are all liv-
ing in a tradition which goes back to our Lord and has its 
roots in the Old Testament and are all indebted to that 

tradition inasmuch as we have received the revealed truth, 
the Gospel, through its being transmitted from one gen-
eration to another. Thus we can say that we exist as Chris-
tians by the Tradition of the Gospel (the paradosis of the 
kerygma) testified in Scripture, transmitted in and by the 
Church, through the power of the Holy Spirit. (Section 
II, para. 45.) 

The traditions in Christian history are distinct from, 
and yet connected with, the Tradition. They are the expres-
sions and manifestations in diverse historical terms of the 
one truth and reality which is Christ. This evaluation of 
the traditions poses serious problems...How can we distin-
guish between traditions embodying the true Tradition and 
merely human traditions? (Section II, para. 47 and 48.)

16. Montreal thereby helped the churches to begin to real-
ize that the one Tradition is witnessed to in Scripture and 
transmitted by the Holy Spirit through the Church. This 
means the canon of Scripture came into being within the 
Tradition, which finds expression within the various tra-
ditions of the Church. In this way Montreal helped to 
overcome the old contrast between “sola Scriptura” and 
“Scripture and tradition” and to show that the different 
hermeneutical criteria in the different traditions belong 
together. The ongoing interaction between Tradition and 
traditions enables faithful transmission, even though from 
time to time there have been distortions of the apostolic 
faith. 

17. But Montreal did not fully explain what it means that 
the one Tradition is embodied in concrete traditions and 
cultures. Concerning the quest for a hermeneutical prin-
ciple the conference listed the different ways in which 
the various churches deal with this problem but did not 
itself deal with criteriological questions, such as how to 
discern the authenticity of faith in a situation of conflict-
ing cultural perspectives, frameworks or hermeneutical 
principles.7 Finally, Montreal could go no further than 

7. Cf. Scripture, Tradition and Traditions, Par. 53, in: P.C. Rodger 
and L. Vischer (ed.), The Fourth World Conference on Faith and 
Order, Montreal 1963, Faith and Order Paper No.42, SCM Press 
LTD, London 1964, p.53: “In some confessional traditions the 
accepted hermeneutical principle has been that any portion of 
Scripture is to be interpreted in the light of Scripture as a whole. 
In others the key has been sought in what is considered to be the 
centre of Holy Scripture, and the emphasis has been primarily 
on the Incarnation, or on the Atonement and Redemption, or 
on justification by faith, or again on the message of the nearness 
of the Kingdom of God, or on the ethical teachings of Jesus. In 
yet others, all emphasis is laid upon what Scripture says to the 
individual conscience, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. In 
the Orthodox Church the hermeneutical key is found in the mind 
of the Church, especially as expressed in the Fathers of the Church 
and in the Ecumenical Councils. In the Roman Catholic Church 
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the WCC’s Toronto Statement (1950), which deliberately 
provided no criteria beyond the “Basis” of the WCC8 to 
assess the authenticity or fidelity of the traditions of its 
member churches, to say nothing of other human tradi-
tions. It could only point to the three main factors in the 
transmission process: the events and testimonies preceding 
and leading to Scripture, Scripture itself, and subsequent 
ecclesial preaching and teaching. 

18. It must be recognized that Montreal left open the vital 
question of how churches can discern the one Tradition. 
Therefore there is a danger that churches identify the one 
Tradition exclusively with their own tradition. Even the 
discussion of this question in languages other than Eng-
lish is difficult, because the Montreal “solution” relied on 
English language conventions about the use of capital let-
ters and these conventions can produce ambiguity, e.g. at 
the beginning of a sentence where it is not clear whether 
the capital letter distinguishes the one Tradition or simply 
marks the start of the sentence. These acknowledged limi-
tations do not alter the fact that Montreal provided a valid 
set of distinctions, between Tradition as that which God 
intends to have handed on in the life of the Church, tradi-
tion as the process by which this handing on takes place 
and traditions as particular expressions of Christian life and 
thought. These exist in some tension with one another but 
can also be the vehicles for developing a deeper grasp of the 
one Tradition, by which is meant the one Gospel, the living 
Word of God. 

19. After Montreal, Faith and Order undertook important 
studies on the hermeneutical significance of the Council of 
the Early Church9 Several reports on the Authority of the 
Bible were assembled as a contribution to the hermeneutical 

the key is found in the deposit of faith, of which the Church’s 
magisterium is the guardian. In other traditions again the creeds, 
complemented by confessional documents or by the definitions 
of Ecumenical Councils and the witness of the Fathers, are 
considered to give the right key to the understanding of Scripture. 
In none of these cases where the principle of interpretation is 
found elsewhere than in Scripture is the authority thought to be 
alien to the central concept of Holy Scripture. On the contrary, it 
is considered as providing just a key to the understanding of what 
is said in Scripture.” 
8. The Basis of the WCC’s constitution reads: “The World Council 
of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord 
Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures and 
therefore seek to fulfill together their common calling to the glory 
of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” 
9. “The Importance of the Conciliar Process in the Ancient 
Church for the Ecumenical Movement”, in: New Directions in 
Faith and Order, Bristol 1967, Faith and Order Paper No. 50, 
Geneva 1968, pp. 49-59 (also in: Councils and the Ecumenical 
Movement, World Council Studies No. 5, WCC Geneva 1968).

discussions of that period.10 The Odessa consultation (1977) 
on “How does the Church teach authoritatively today?” 
addressed aspects of the hermeneutical problem, especially 
the question of continuity and change in the doctrinal tra-
dition of the Church. Also, after Accra (1974), Faith and 
Order began to collect newer expressions of faith and hope 
from around the world. These were published in a series, 
and also summarized at Bangalore (1978) in “A Common 
Account of Hope”. This work, which found continuation 
in the Faith and Order study on the Apostolic Faith, pro-
duced an awareness of the contextual aspects of confessions 
of faith, both in the sense of the original contexts in which 
they were made and of the effect on their use produced by 
the changing contexts of Christian discipleship. 

20. The helpful results of these study processes did not 
prevent continuing conflicts, whether these were between 
traditions themselves, between the inherited traditions and 
newer contexts, or between various contextual approaches 
within each church or within the relationships of churches 
to one another. This was why Santiago felt the need to 
return once again to hermeneutical issues (cf. para. 11 
above). 

2. “According to the Scriptures” 
21. The primary authority of Scripture within hermeneu-
tical work is not weakened by our understanding of the 
way in which the text has been handed down within the 
Church through the process of transmission. The texts 
of Scripture thus received offer their revelatory character 
after a handing on through oral transmission. The writ-
ten texts subsequently have been interpreted by means of 
diverse exegetical and scholarly methods. Wrestling with 
the principles and practice of interpretation, Faith and 
Order affirmed (Bristol, 1967/68) that the tools of mod-
ern exegetical scholarship are important if the biblical mes-
sage is to speak with power and meaning today. These tools 
have contributed in vital ways to the present ecumenical 
convergence and growth in koinonia. The exegetical explo-
ration of the process of tradition within the Bible itself, 
together with the recognition of multiple interpretations 
of God’s saving actions in history within the unity of the 
early apostolic church, points to ways the Word of God is 
expressed in human language and by human witness. This 
is to say, the Word of God is expressed in language and 
by witnesses shaped amid diverse situations of human life, 
which are historically, culturally and socially conceived. 
This is also to say: “The very nature of biblical texts means 
10. The Authority of the Bible, Louvain, 1971 in: The Bible. Its 
Authority and Interpretation in the Ecumenical Movement, ed. Ellen 
Flesseman-van Leer, Faith and Order Paper No. 99, WCC Geneva 
1983 (2nd edition), pp. 42-57.
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that interpreting them will require continued use of the 
historical-critical method,...[since] the Bible does not pres-
ent itself as a direct revelation of timeless truths, but as the 
written testimony to a series of interventions in which God 
reveals himself in human history.”11 Though some churches 
and individual Christians reject historical-critical interpre-
tation, common study of the Scriptures of the Old and 
New Testaments now has a long history of achieved agree-
ment. Ecumenical hermeneutics can use the historical-crit-
ical method to establish, e.g., the background of the texts, 
the intentions of the authors, the inter-relationship of the 
different books. 

22. Interpretation should not, however, depend only on 
this method, now shared by those of different traditions 
and theologies. Many other approaches to the text, both 
of long standing and of modern development, help in the 
recognition of the meaning of Scripture for the churches 
today and for the many different situations of the world 
Church. In particular the historical-critical method needs 
to be combined with a reading in critical interaction with 
experience, the experience both of individuals and of com-
munities. Other methods are those inherent in traditional 
biblical interpretation including patristic, liturgical, homi-
letic, dogmatic and allegorical approaches to the text. Con-
temporary methods include those that focus on the original 
social setting of the texts (e.g. sociological methods); those 
that focus on the literary form of texts and the internal rela-
tionships within a text and between texts (e.g. semiotic and 
canonical methods); and those that focus on the potential 
of the text for readings generated by the encounter of the 
text with human reality (e.g. reader-response method). All 
these methods can also be used to deal with extra-biblical 
sources. Some methods help to open up neglected dimen-
sions of the past from the perspective of marginalized 
groups. Examples of the latter are feminist or liberationist 
analyses of systems of power and patronage. 

23. Nevertheless ecumenical hermeneutics cannot be 
reduced to the use of exegetical tools and methods isolated 
from the fullness of the experience of the interpreting com-
munity. A variety of factors are woven into that fullness, 
and these compose the hermeneutical locus within which 
Scripture is interpreted. These factors include oral tradi-
tion, narratives, memories and liturgies, as well as the life, 
teachings, and ethical decisions of the believing commu-
nity. Thus, many dimensions of the life of the community 
are part of the context for interpreting the scriptural texts. 
Scripture emerges from episodes of life, a calendar of feasts, 

11. The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church, Pontifical 
Biblical Commission 1993, p.128-129.

a scheme of history, and the witnessing account of the liv-
ing people of God. In addition, Scripture becomes alive 
once again as it engages the life, feasts, history, and wit-
ness of faith communities today. From this perspective, the 
praxis of the Christian communities and people in differ-
ent particular cultural and social contexts is itself a reading 
and an interpretation of the scriptural texts and not simply 
a position from which to approach the texts. 

24. Because the biblical texts originated in concrete his-
torical situations, they witness to the salvific presence of 
the Triune God in those particular circumstances. How-
ever, the texts also transcend this particularity and become 
part of the world of the readers in each generation, of the 
witnessing community through the ages into the pres-
ent. Although embedded in the life and times in which it 
was given written form, Scripture, as inspired testimony, 
provides a measure for the truth and meaning of human 
stories today. In this sense, hermeneutical priority belongs 
to the Word of God, which has critical authority over all 
traditions. 

25. The relation and sometimes also tension between past 
and present which exists when biblical texts are applied to 
our stories today reflects the eschatological dimension of 
Scripture itself. Just as Scripture constantly looks forward 
in hope to God’s future, the interpreting activity of the 
Church is also an anticipatory projection of the reality of 
the reign of God, which is both already present and yet to 
come. Reading “the signs of the times,” both in the history 
of the past and in the events of the present, is to be done 
in the context of the announcement of “the new things to 
come”; this orientation to the future is part of the reality of 
the Church as a hermeneutical community.12 Therefore the 
struggle for peace, justice, and the integrity of creation, the 
renewed sense of mission in witness and service, the liturgy 
in which the Church proclaims and celebrates the promise 
of God’s reign and its coming in the praxis of the faith, are 
all integral parts of the constant interpretative task of the 
Church. 

26. Ecumenical hermeneutics welcomes the diversity of 
insights that arise from biblical reflection of this broadly-
based kind. A scriptural text may be considered as authori-
tative for a particular matter of faith or practice, even if 
this text is interpreted differently by the dialogue partners. 
Thus agreement may be reached concerning a responsi-
bility laid upon the church even though different herme-
neutical methods were employed in deriving this sense 
of responsibility from Scripture. On the other hand, the 

12. Cf. below, Part D.
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applicability of a text is not to be ruled out even if a specific 
interpretation is deemed by one of the dialogue partners 
to be irrelevant to a particular matter of faith or practice. 

27. Common study of Scripture has achieved ecumeni-
cal advance. However, it has not by itself led to the visible 
unity of the Church. Interpreters from different churches 
and traditions have not been able to reach sufficient agree-
ment for that. All Christians agree that Scripture holds a 
unique place in the shaping of Christian faith and practice. 
Most agree that the expression of apostolic faith is not con-
fined to the formulation of that faith expressed in Scripture 
but that norms of faith have also been expressed in the life 
of the churches throughout the ages. The Church receives 
the texts of Scripture as part of the paradosis of the Gospel. 
The texts are to be respected as coming from outside to 
the interpreter to be engaged dialogically. In the process 
of interpretation, which involves the particular experiences 
of the reader, Scripture is the primary norm and criterion. 
Particular traditions need to be referred continuously to 
this norm by which they find their authenticity and valid-
ity. This response to Scripture takes shape communally and 
ecclesially in worship, in the sacramental life where hear-
ing, touch and sight come together, in the anamnesis of the 
lives of biblical witnesses and in the lives of those who live 
the biblical message, inspired by the Holy Spirit. Scripture 
itself refers to the one Tradition, lived under the guidance 
of the Holy Spirit. The one Tradition, therefore, is the set-
ting for the interpretation of Scripture. 

3. Interpreting the Interpreters 
28. Within the one Tradition, as Christians engage with 
Scripture and their own traditions to understand God’s will 
for the world and for the people called to be witnesses of 
God’s love, they always need to interpret text and tradi-
tions anew. Amid this hermeneutical task, Christians are to 
be conscious that interpretations come out of special his-
torical circumstances and that new issues may come out of 
various contexts. In considering these circumstances and 
issues, Christians involved in the hermeneutical task do 
well

•   to investigate the location from which the text is being 
interpreted;

•   the choice of a specific text for interpretation;

•   the involvement of power structures in the interpretation 
process;

•   prejudices and presuppositions brought to bear on the 
interpretation process. 

It is in the light of this understanding13 that ecumeni-
cal hermeneutics needs to operate as a hermeneutics of 
coherence, showing the positive complementarity of tradi-
tions. It needs also to include a hermeneutics of suspicion. 
This does not mean the adoption of an attitude of mistrust 
but the application to oneself and one’s dialogue partners 
of an approach which perceives how self-interest, power, 
national or ethnic or class or gender perspectives can affect 
the reading of texts and the understanding of symbols and 
practices. Positively, the recent work done by Protestants 
and Roman Catholics together on the Reformation debates 
about justification and sanctification has enabled fuller 
mutual understanding. Negatively, the way in which the 
Bible was used to justify apartheid is an example of a selec-
tive reading which was challenged by being confronted 
by these and other hermeneutical challenges. Safeguards 
against selective and prejudicial readings are also impera-
tive in the realm of academic and scholarly interpretation, 
with particular attention to the wider testimony of Scrip-
ture and the experience of the many oppressed. 

29. Within the struggle for peace, justice, and the integrity 
of creation the hermeneutical dimension of the quest for 
reconciliation and unity can be painful, especially when 
reconciliation involves those whose common past has been 
marked by injustice or violence. Interpreting a history of 
this kind requires a hermeneutical awareness which enables 
one to renounce the stereotypes such histories can generate 
on both sides of a dispute. This hermeneutical process may 
call for repentance and forgiveness, since the reconciliation 
of injustice and violence requires a healing of memories, 
which is not the same as forgetfulness of the past. Much 
further work is clearly needed in this area of assessing the 
past. One must pray for the miracle of resurrection to new 
life, even if the marks of the crucifixion remain. 

30. Hermeneutics in the service of unity must also proceed 
on the presumption that those who interpret the Christian 
tradition differently each have “right intention of faith”.14 It 
is not only a condition of dialogue, but a fruitful product 
of dialogue, that the partners come to appreciate and trust 
one another`s sincerity and good intention. This means 
each is sincerely seeking to transmit that which God wishes 
to pass on through the Church. It is important in convey-
ing results of dialogue to the churches to transmit also the 
sense of mutual confidence. This is especially so where a 
painful shared history of conflict calls for the healing of 
memories. Since diversity can be an expression of the rich 
gifts of the Holy Spirit, the churches are called to become 

13. Cf. para. 6 above. 
14. Cf. BEM, Ministry 52. 
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aware of the possibility of an abiding complementarity, i.e., 
of the values inherent in the “otherness” of one another 
and even of the right to be different from each other, when 
such differences are part of the exploration of the divine 
mystery and the divinely-willed unity. Viewed in this way, 
differences can be an invitation and a starting point for the 
common search for the truth, in a spirit of koinonia that 
entails a disposition to metanoia, under the guidance of 
the Spirit of God. 

31. When differences of interpretation and possible com-
plementarity are being assessed, the question of authorita-
tive interpretation arises. Part of the ecumenical method 
is to ensure that the partners in dialogue are made aware 
where authority resides in each church and how it is being 
understood and received by each participant. The process of 
ecumenical hermeneutics involves not only faithful under-
standing and interpretation of texts, symbols and practices 
but also analysis of the relative weight given to those texts, 
symbols and practices by the various churches in respect 
of the authoritative nature of sources themselves and the 
interpretations derived from them. Clarity on authority is 
a crucial element in that dimension of hermeneutics which 
concentrates on the faithful communication and reception 
of the meaning of texts, symbols and practices. Conse-
quently, the relationship between Scripture, Tradition and 
traditions and Christian experience arising from liturgical 
and other practices needs to be dealt with again and again 
within the hermeneutical process. 

4. One Tradition and Many Traditions
32. The “one Tradition” signifies the redeeming presence 
of the resurrected Christ from generation to generation 
abiding in the community of faith, while the “many tra-
ditions” are particular modes and manifestations of that 
presence. God’s self-disclosure transcends all expressions 
of it. How can Christians and churches share in the gift 
of the one Tradition as they confess and live according to 
Scripture? How are they to read their own traditions in the 
light of the one Tradition? As has been noted above, the 
Fourth World Conference addressed the issue of herme-
neutics in an ecumenical perspective, opening up the many 
traditions to the recognition of the one Tradition as a gift 
from God. Recognition of and continuity with the one 
Tradition, however, should not be confused with a mere 
repetition of the past without any recognition of the pres-
ent. The Holy Spirit inspires and leads the churches each 
to rethink and reinterpret their tradition in conversation 
with each other, always aiming to embody the one Tradi-
tion in the unity of God’s Church. The churches of God 
as living communities, constituted by faith in Jesus Christ 
and empowered by the Holy Spirit, must always re-receive 

the Gospel in ways that relate to their present experience 
of life. It is in this process of re-reception that the minds of 
Christian communities are enlightened by the Holy Spirit 
to discern truth from falsehood and to acknowledge both 
the richness and the limitedness of the diverse geographi-
cal, historical, religious and social circumstances in which 
the Gospel is made manifest. Ecumenical hermeneutics is 
not an unaided human enterprise. It is an ecclesial act led 
by the Spirit and therefore it should be carried out in a set-
ting of prayer. 

33. The churches involved in the ecumenical movement 
recognize that by being in conversation with each other 
they learn to appreciate mutually each other’s gifts, as well 
as to challenge limited or false understandings of what 
God expects churches to be and to do in the world. Thus 
they begin to move from identifying themselves in opposi-
tion to one another to identifying themselves in relation 
to one another. This opening to new understandings of 
the traditions of other churches—their history, their litur-
gies, their martyrs and saints, their sacraments and minis-
tries—has changed the ecumenical climate since Montreal. 
The exchange of biblical exegesis, of systematic theologi-
cal approaches, of historiographical studies, and practical-
theological projects, has been a very enriching development. 
Exegetical research is undertaken on the basis of receptive 
as well as critical interconfessional discussion, fostered by 
ecumenical dialogue. Bible translations and commentaries 
have been published ecumenically, common liturgical cal-
endars, lectionaries, hymn and prayer books have become 
the means of sharing spiritual resources with one another. 

34. This ecumenical sharing has indeed created a new 
ecumenical situation, characterized by growth in mutual 
understanding across confessional boundaries predicated 
on a new appreciation of particular confessional traditions 
and witness. The challenge to move on from mutual under-
standing to mutual recognition is now before the churches 
in the search for visible unity. For example, ecumenical 
hermeneutics must also enable dialogue partners to declare 
their particular understanding of the relationship between 
“continuity” and “discontinuity” in the historic expres-
sion of the faith of the people of God. As one instance, 
the Reformation introduced changes in ministerial order 
which the Reformers perceived as a return to continuity 
with the early church whereas others felt the changes were 
an example of discontinuity. 

35. Traditions are transmitted orally as well as through 
written texts. Ecumenical hermeneutics—as every herme-
neutical task—is therefore a dynamic process concerned 
not only with written sources but also with oral tradition. 
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In addition to textual and oral tradition, meaning is con-
veyed through non-verbal symbols: Christian art and 
music, liturgical gestures or colours, icons, the creation 
and use of sacred space and time, Christian symbols or 
signs are important aspects of the way in which the vari-
ous dialogue partners understand and communicate their 
faith. Ecumenical hermeneutics needs to be intentional 
about incorporating this rich, but also neglected, source 
material for interpretation, communication and reception. 
As with symbols, Christian practices need to be taken into 
consideration by those engaged in ecumenical hermeneu-
tics. Even when there is a basis for theological convergence 
on the meaning of, e.g. baptism or eucharist, attention 
needs to be given to the practices surrounding these rites 
in particular ecclesial communities. Here as elsewhere, her-
meneutical reflection can serve as an aid in the process of 
recognizing the same faith underlying different practices. 

36. As well as recognizing the new ecumenical situation, 
churches are also becoming more and more aware of shifts 
in perception and reception among their members which 
arise from changes in the media of communication. Spo-
ken words and visual images are especially significant in the 
increasingly powerful multimedia culture of today’s world. 
A renewed appreciation of narrative forms of transmission 
sheds new light on processes of interpretation and com-
munication. It is also important to draw critically upon 
the perceptions of secular artists and film producers as they 
take up themes and symbols from Christian history. 

37. Yet ultimately, amid the many ecclesial traditions, the 
one Tradition is revealed in the living presence of Christ in 
the world, but is not something to be captured and con-
trolled by human discourse. It is a living, eschatological 
reality, eluding all attempts at a final linguistic definition 
and conceptual disclosure. One way of describing the one 
Tradition is by speaking about the ecclesial capacity of 
receiving revelation. This capacity is nothing less than the 
gift of the Holy Spirit, received by the apostles at Pente-
cost and given to every Christian community and to every 
member of the community in the process of Christian 
initiation. This capacity is the gift of the Holy Spirit who 
“will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13), who is the 
Spirit of truth; that truth is Jesus Christ himself (John 14: 
6), the perfect image of the Father from whom the Spirit 
proceeds. The capacity to receive the fullness of revelation 
is actualized in the Church’s celebration of the eucharist, 
which involves both a hearing and an embodying of the 
Word of God, a participation in the eschaton, the feast of 
the kingdom. 

C. One Gospel in Many Contexts 

1. Living in Diverse Contexts 
38. Christian communities live in particular places and 
times, defined culturally, economically, politically and reli-
giously. These are the contexts in which their faith is lived 
and the Gospel is interpreted and proclaimed. The diver-
sity of contexts in which the churches live calls for engage-
ment with the diverse riches of Scripture. In other words, 
diverse contexts inform the selection, as well as the specific 
interpretation, of Scripture. Selected passages of Scripture, 
in turn, may challenge as well as affirm diverse contexts:

•   In a context of social injustice, Mary’s Magnificat (Lk 
1:46-55; cf. 1Sam 2:1-10) and Jesus’ inaugural sermon 
(Lk 4:18, quoting Is 42:7) may become a word of hope 
for the poor and the oppressed. And, at the same time, 
these may be a word of judgment to oppressors.

•   In a context where Christians are a tiny minority among 
people of other faiths, the affirmation of the common 
humanity of all women and men as created in God’s 
image may turn attention to the presence of the Spirit 
outside the Christian churches. As reflected in the story 
of Paul’s sermon in Athens (Acts 17:16ff.), this awareness 
of common humanity and of the Spirit’s presence may be 
both affirming and challenging in relation to peoples of 
other living faith traditions.

•   In a context of resurgent nationalism, Jesus’ command-
ment to love even our enemies (Mt 5:44; cf. Lev.19:34) 
and to distinguish between loyalty to God and the 
emperor (Mk 12:17) may at once challenge the inherent 
danger of nations becoming exclusive and totalitarian, 
and affirm the Christian responsibility to up build or 
rebuild the nations by and for the sake of the participa-
tion and reconciliation of all people (Rom 13:5-10).

•   In a context of what some call postmodern pluralism, 
where individual choice is so emphasized that common 
points of reference are obscured, an affirmation of com-
mitment and of communion may become life-giving. 
This affirmation need not deny the value of personal 
freedom but rather recognizes the tension Paul addresses 
when he wrote to the Corinthians: “ All things are law-
ful’, but not all things build up. Do not seek your own 
advantage, but that of the other” (1Cor 10:23f.). 

39. Dialogue among Christian communities of different 
confessions as well as contexts calls for respect and open-
ness. Partners are, first of all, called to respect one another, 
recognizing the temptation to reduce one another to one’s 
own confessional categories or to the cultural, economic, 
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political, and religious categories that interweave to define 
one’s own context. This call entails openness to metanoia. 
Such openness includes a willingness to see the limitations 
of one’s own perspective as well as to listen actively to and 
communicate with one’s own dialogue partners. Encoun-
ters characterized by respect and openness are often enrich-
ing. These encounters may also give rise to disagreements 
that become conflictual. 

40. Amid these complex interactions, Christian churches 
should welcome faithful and fruitful encounters of the 
Gospel and contexts. Churches should also recognize and 
repent of false interpretations of the Gospel that may be 
occasioned by contextual influences. This is to say that 
while the Gospel proclaimed in local languages and music 
and customs may enliven people’s faith, there are also con-
texts in which racist ideologies and their attendant political 
institutions have been justified by churches and said to be 
compatible with the Gospel. Likewise, churches and soci-
eties have both, consciously and unconsciously, discrimi-
nated against or oppressed women in contradiction to the 
Gospel’s message of liberation for all people. Wherever 
the Gospel is authentically engaged by diverse cultures, 
its interpretation and proclamation will be life-giving for 
men and women, young and old, sick and healthy, rich and 
poor, uneducated and educated. 

41. Missionary activity especially exemplifies the complex 
interactions of churches and contexts. Some Christian 
missionaries have greatly helped local peoples and societ-
ies to affirm and express themselves in their own cultural 
media. Others have been reluctant or unable to engage 
local contexts and peoples respectfully and openly. Histori-
cally, many missionaries were bound up with imperialist 
impulses and consequently became colonialist. Christian-
ity has continued to be alien and alienating in many places, 
even as it has initiated life-giving change in many other 
places. In every context there is a potential ambiguity 
about the way in which the gospel is proclaimed. Every 
Christian community needs to repent of what is alienating 
in the way in which the gospel continues to be proclaimed 
and to re-commit themselves to ensuring that the gospel 
that is proclaimed is life-giving. 

42. All these encounters make it clear just how complex 
the interactions within and among diverse confessions and 
contexts are. Contextual differences have helped shape 
confessional divisions. Correlatively, communities of the 
same confessional family have taken on different faces in 
different contexts. For example, it makes a great difference 
whether a church has long been present in a country where 

it is a majority or whether it is made up of migrants liv-
ing in another country. Moreover, confessionally different 
communities have reacted differently to the same context 
in which they are living together. Some have opposed par-
ticular forms of nationalism; others have legitimized and 
supported them. Although these examples turn attention 
to contextual challenges, confessional challenges do not 
disappear. Indeed, it is important to recognize the ways in 
which new churches have arisen precisely because of differ-
ent responses to particular contextual challenges. 

2. Contextuality and Catholicity
43. The many local communities of Christians throughout 
the world, each within their own context, perceive them-
selves as embodiments of the one catholic Church. They 
belong to one another in a profound way because of their 
relationship to God through Jesus Christ. They make up 
one family, having been “born of water and the Spirit” 
(John 3:5). For the Apostle Paul, this unity is rooted in 
Jesus himself. He therefore challenges the Corinthians to 
avoid factions by asking them: “Is Christ divided?” (1Cor 
1:13). Later, in the same letter, Paul compares the Chris-
tian communities to the members of a body, each one 
needing the others, none enjoying special status above the 
rest (cf. 1Cor 12:12-26). This unity and diversity of Chris-
tian communities flows together from the Holy Spirit. It is 
one and the same Spirit who bestows the marvelous variety 
of gifts and ministries (cf. 1Cor 12:1-11). These gifts and 
ministries work together to build up the bonds of faith and 
love which allow the Church to grow in communion day 
by day, until the full realization of communion in the king-
dom of God. 

44. In order to reflect theologically upon both the diversity 
of and the relationships among local Christian communi-
ties, the terms “contextuality” and “catholicity” are espe-
cially helpful. The dimension of contextuality refers to the 
interpretation and the proclamation of the gospel within 
the life and culture of a specific people and community. 
Such a proclamation of the gospel can seek to judge the 
cultural context, it can seek to separate itself from the cul-
ture in which the church is set and it can seek to trans-
form culture. As the WCC Jerusalem Consultation “On 
Intercultural Hermeneutics” stated, contextuality “appears 
whenever the gospel works like salt and leaven, not over-
whelming a context, but permeating and enlivening it in 
distinctive ways. When the church’s faith is genuinely con-
textual, the shame and stigma imposed on oppressed people 
begins to be lifted. They find a new dignity as they see not 
only their own lives but also their culture in God’s redeem-
ing light. When faith is contextual, there is recognition that 
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the gospel speaks to Christians in their language, connects 
with their symbols, addresses their needs and awakens their 
creative energies.”15

45. The term catholicity derives from the Greek words kath’ 
holon, which mean “according to the whole.” This word 
refers to the fullness, integrity and totality of life in Christ 
and the inclusiveness and wholeness of the Christian com-
munity.16 Catholicity, according to the ancient creeds, is 
one of the primary qualities of the Church. It is ascribed, 
first of all, to each local community, inasmuch as each 
community expresses in its faith, life, and witness this full-
ness that is not yet fully realized. Churches are called to 
grow in God’s gift of catholicity by engaging one another 
in collegial and conciliar structures, by mutual account-
ability to the Gospel, and by prayer for the eschatological 
work of the Holy Spirit. As churches look forward to the 
future of eschatological promise, they also look back to the 
apostolic community assembled on the morning of Pen-
tecost. This sense of catholicity across the ages, as well as 
among local Christian communities of diverse contexts in 
any given age, sustains hope for the full realization of com-
mon life in Christ. 

46. By its very nature, the eucharist is to be the celebration 
of a local community and the manifestation of its unity; 
at the same time it expresses the communion of the local 
church with other churches that celebrate the same eucha-
rist and with all those who have celebrated it throughout 
the ages. Thus the local church experiences the fullness of 
the Church, the catholicity of the Church. Therefore, the 
eucharistic celebration itself urges every church, on the one 
hand, to share the needs and hopes of the people in the 
place where it lives and to speak their language, and, on 
the other hand, to overcome the divisions that prevent the 
common celebration of the Lord’s supper, in order to enjoy 
the unity for which Jesus prayed (John 17:21). 

47. To speak of contextuality and catholicity together clari-
fies the relationship between the local community and the 
wider communion of all local communities. Contextual 
interpretations can contribute to a fuller interpretation of 
the Gospel and can thereby speak to the Christian com-
munity as a whole. When an interpretation of the Gospel 
in a particular context points to injustice or to liberation, 
this interpretation is not simply a contextual claim. It may 

15. International Review of Mission 85 (1996) No. 337, p. 245. 
16. These senses of “catholicity” have been accounted for in the 
modern ecumenical movement; cf., e.g., “The Holy Spirit and the 
Catholicity of the Church” in Norman Goodall (ed.), The Uppsala 
Report 1968: Official Report of the Fourth Assembly of the World 
Council of Churches, Uppsala July 4-20, 1968, WCC Geneva 1968.

provide an insight to be tested and amended or applied 
in other contexts. Accordingly, catholicity binds all local 
communities together, thereby allowing them to contrib-
ute to one another’s understandings and to broaden their 
horizons. 

48. Interpretation of the Gospel has to be relevant to par-
ticular believing communities in particular contexts in 
order to be both pastoral and prophetic. But no interpreta-
tion can claim to be absolute. All must be aware of the lim-
itations of any perspective or position. The catholicity that 
binds communities together makes possible this aware-
ness of limitation as well as a mutual acknowledgment of 
contribution to one another’s interpretation. In this way, 
catholicity enables communities to free one another from 
one-sidedness or from over-emphasis on only one aspect 
of the Gospel. Catholicity enables communities to liberate 
one another from being blinded or bound by any one con-
text and so to embody across and among diverse contexts 
the solidarity that is a special mark of Christian koinonia. 

D. The Church as a Hermeneutical Community

1. Ecclesial Discernment and the Truth of the Gospel 
49. This ongoing dialogue involving both catholicity and 
contextuality characterizes the Church as a “hermeneutical 
community”. The Church, whether embodied in a local 
congregation, episcopal diocese, or a Christian World 
Communion, is called to interpret texts, symbols and prac-
tices so as to discern the Word of God as a word of life 
amid ever-changing times and places. This hermeneutical 
task undertaken by the Church, with the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, is a condition for apostolic mission in and for 
the world. To speak of the Church as a hermeneutical com-
munity is also to say that this community is a proper locus 
for the interpretation and the proclamation of the Gospel. 

50. Hermeneutics, perhaps especially ecumenical herme-
neutics, is not the work of specialists. Ecumenical herme-
neutics, in the pursuit of visible church unity, is first and 
foremost the work of the whole people gathered in believ-
ing communities in diverse contexts. Believers, pastors, 
theologians, and biblical exegetes, each have distinctive 
gifts to bring to the hermeneutical task. These gifts are 
most appropriately brought together and exercised within 
the various settings in which the Church carries out its 
work as a hermeneutical community. 

51. For the sake of this work, churches need to renew their 
responsibility for the formation of their members as faith-
ful hearers and interpreters. This formation is embedded in 
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the life of worship17 and is nurtured by conciliar teaching, 
the writings of the early church, and the witness of saints 
and martyrs. All these testimonies to the apostolic faith dis-
close the faithful and fruitful interpretation of God’s word 
through Christian history. They also testify to the ways in 
which non-theological issues, e.g., the struggle to attain 
or maintain ecclesiastical or political power, may influ-
ence or distort interpretation. Finally, these witnesses teach 
that temporary divisions may in the end, in God’s time, 
be more fruitful for mutual and respectful understanding 
than an enforcement of unity when and where there is no 
unity. Such a formation will enable believers of diverse con-
fessions and contexts to enter into respectful and open rela-
tionships. With the Spirit’s guidance, these relationships 
may lead to fruitful dialogue concerning the interpretation 
of the Gospel, as well as concerning the interpretation of 
ecumenical documents dedicated to the search for visible 
church unity. 

52. The Church as hermeneutical community must beware 
of false interpretations of the Gospel that may have life-
denying contextual consequences, for example, interpreta-
tions legitimizing racism or economic exploitation as noted 
above. The Church as hermeneutical community must also 
beware of false interpretations of the Gospel that threaten 
or destroy the fullness of life together in Christ. At the same 
time, faithful interpretation of the Gospel also may give 
rise to conflict and critical tension, both within believing 
communities and between the Church and the world. The 
Church is called to offer a pastoral response to those who 
doubt or who raise disturbing questions and to those who 
suffer amid deep disagreements. The Church thereby car-
ries out the ministry of reconciliation to which it is called. 

53. Ecumenical hermeneutics takes as its starting point the 
reality that conversations aiming at greater unity are car-
ried out by representatives of the various churches and that 
their contributions are mediated through particular eccle-
sial, cultural, social, economic, geographical and historical 
backgrounds.

•   For dialogue to be genuine, these representatives need to 
see each other as equal partners.

•   They must, on the one hand, speak to each other from 
the perspective of their traditional interpretations of the 
apostolic faith as articulated in their confessional docu-
ments, their liturgies and their experience. 

17. Cf. So We Believe, So We Pray: Towards Koinonia in Worship, 
Thomas F. Best and Dagmar Heller (eds.), WCC Geneva, 1995. 

•   But they must do so with a willingness to view their 
own interpretations from the vantage point of those with 
whom they are in dialogue. This involves being attentive 
to the insights provided by the dialogue partner, taking 
care to take into account one’s own unwitting prejudices 
and limited perspectives. 

2. Authority, Apostolicity and Mutual Accountability 
54. The Church as a hermeneutical community is respon-
sible for the faithful transmission of the inherited Gospel in 
different times and places. In that process the Holy Spirit 
guides the churches in discerning, receiving and communi-
cating the will of God in the ever-changing circumstances 
of life. The churches have developed in their histories spe-
cific and differentiated ministerial structures by which they 
preserve their apostolicity, unity and mission. Despite the 
different configurations of these ministerial structures that 
the churches have developed in their separation from each 
other, it is widely recognized that ministerial structures 
must serve the purpose of the Church, to lead all into unity 
with God by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

55. The Holy Spirit maintains the churches of God in 
truth and guides all the faithful into unity with Jesus 
Christ (John 16: 13), distributes the ministry of Christ to 
all believers and empowers them to participate in God’s 
mission for the salvation of the world. All ministries in 
the Church are related to each other and their authority is 
derived from their identification with Christ’s ministry. In 
the ongoing ecclesiology discussion of Faith and Order it 
has been affirmed that the Church is a communion of co-
responsible persons. No function, no gift, no charisma is 
exercised outside or above this communion. All are related 
through the one Spirit in the one Body. All believers, 
because of their unity with Jesus Christ and the indwell-
ing of the Holy Spirit, have the potential to receive God’s 
word, to discern God’s will, and to proclaim the Gospel. 
Those whose call by God to exercise the ministry of over-
sight (episkopé) is recognized by the church must enable 
the people of God to recognize and actualize the gifts that 
the Holy Spirit has bestowed upon them for the fulfillment 
of the church’s life and mission. This means that the min-
istry of oversight must include a hermeneutical function. 
The vitality of the church’s life and mission depends upon 
the actualization of these gifts. 

56. While the Holy Spirit distributes the ministry of 
Christ to all believers, the same Spirit unites all ministries 
by means of the ministry of episkopé. The function of epis-
kopé is to sustain and nourish the unity of the local church, 
to maintain its communion in faith, life and witness with 
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all other local churches; to safeguard the apostolicity and 
catholicity of the local church; and to empower the local 
church to discern God’s will, to proclaim the Gospel and 
to be a credible witness of God’s presence in the world. 
Although the forms of episkopé have developed differently 
within various ecclesial traditions, the functions of such a 
ministry have been widely recognized to be of fundamental 
importance for ecclesial unity. Christian churches continue 
to explore the appropriate forms of episkopé for this unity. 
As is the case with all ministries, episkopé can only be exer-
cised within and in relation to the whole Church. It needs, 
as all other ministries, the recognition, collabouration, sup-
port and assent of the whole community. The authority of 
episkopé is grounded upon the authority of Christ’s sacrifi-
cial love and humility (Lk 22: 25-27). If episkopé becomes 
oppressive, overlooks the charisms or hinders rightful com-
munication among the ministries, it becomes an exercise of 
power alien to the authority of Christ. 

57. An important visible expression of the unity of God’s 
Church occurs whenever those who have been entrusted 
with the oversight of the churches are gathered to support 
one another, to strengthen and give account of the faith, 
life and witness that unites them in Christ. Collegiality is at 
work wherever those entrusted with oversight gather, dis-
cern, speak and act as one on behalf of the whole church. 
This entails leading the church by means of the wisdom 
gained by corporate prayer, study and reflection, drawing 
on Scripture, tradition and reason with attention to the 
wisdom and experience of all church communities and of 
the contemporary world. Such collegial exercise of over-
sight is exercised at the present time by those churches that 
are united in faith, life and service to the world. In some 
parts of the world, the ecumenical movement has encour-
aged and brought into existence shared oversight on mat-
ters of Christian faith and witness by churches who are not 
yet visibly united.18

58. The ecumenical recognition that those who have been 
baptized in the name of the Triune God are brought into 
unity with Christ, with each other and with the Church 
of every time and place challenges the churches to over-
come their divisions and visibly manifest their communion 
in faith and in all aspects of Christian life and witness. 
Towards the realization of this goal, churches are encour-
aged to increase their consultation with other churches, at 
all levels, regarding important questions of faith and dis-
cipline. Any church which is not prepared to listen to the 

18. A useful report on emerging patterns of shared oversight can be 
found in the forthcoming Faith and Order report on Episkopé and 
Episcopacy within the Quest for Visible Unity. 

voices of other churches runs the danger of missing the 
truth of the Spirit as it operates in the other churches. 

59. Within the ecumenical movement, a number of struc-
tures which foster encounters between divided churches 
help them work together as a common hermeneutical 
community characterized by mutual accountability. For 
example, the various areas of activity within the World 
Council of Churches provide a wide range of opportunities 
for common interpretation and praxis of the gospel mes-
sage. Bilateral relationships concerned with theological dia-
logue, work for justice, peace and the integrity of creation 
and collabouration in mission, education and charitable 
works, offer similar opportunities. As churches find these 
and other means of communion across confessional and 
cultural lines fruitful, they may also benefit by improving 
communication with their own community. 

60. An ecumenical exercise of teaching authority is already 
beginning to develop in some respects. It is hoped that 
ways of common decision making can be developed, even 
as there is allowance for certain decisions a church must 
take without or even against the opinion of others. All 
must be aware of the fact that new expressions of the faith 
often emerge from the talents and needs of a local church. 
Accordingly, the need for decisive judgments from time to 
time at local or regional levels must be acknowledged. It is, 
after all, the local churches which are challenged directly 
by the possibilities and the failures of their contexts and 
cultures. There is a need to hold together the freedom for 
diverse expressions and the necessity to confess together for 
the sake of unity, in the spirit of mutual love and patience. 

61. The Christian churches cherish their conciliar tradi-
tion which goes back to their very beginning (Acts 15). 
They have come together in synods and councils through-
out the centuries. The ecumenical movement considers its 
dialogues and preliminary structures of deliberation and 
consultation to be not only instruments for the fulfillment 
of its hermeneutical task but also a patient preparation for 
coming together in a genuine ecumenical council able to 
restore full koinonia as God wills. Ecumenical dialogues 
and deliberative consultations are, in this preliminary and 
preparatory sense, aspects of the Church’s conciliarity. Ecu-
menical structures may already help churches communi-
cate to one another decisions taken in matters of faith and 
discipline, and to prepare for decisions to be made, so that 
what relates to all should be dealt with by all. Such gradual 
steps prepare the churches for sharing common structures 
of decision making, as well as for engaging the significant 
qualities of their diverse modes of authoritative teaching. 
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62. The quality of the churches’ authoritative teaching 
depends very much upon commonly accepted hermeneu-
tical procedures with regard to the traditions and formu-
lations inherited from the past. Mutual knowledge of the 
criteriological principles guiding one another’s authorita-
tive teaching (cf. footnote 7) is an important contribution 
to mutual understanding. It is to be hoped that these devel-
opments will, in God’s time, help the churches together 
to make decisive judgments in matters of faith. After due 
reception, these judgments may become part of their com-
mon witness, according to Scripture. More work needs 
to be done to find common ground on which to test the 
authoritative nature of the teaching. 

3. Reception as a Hermeneutical Process 
63. The search for the unity of Christians divided by cul-
tural or social differences, or by the separate development 
of confessions and denominations, requires attentive recep-
tion of each other. This reception, in turn, requires recog-
nition of the dignity of all as human beings and, within 
the Christian community, as sisters and brothers in Christ. 
This mutual reception by Christians amid cultural, social 
and confessional differences is addressed by Apostle Paul 
when he writes: “Therefore receive one another, as Christ 
also has received us to the glory of God” (Rom 15:7). The 
hermeneutical implications of this reception of one another 
are manifold and bear upon the way churches relate to one 
another’s traditions of texts, symbols, rites and practices. 
Reception of ecumenical agreements thus involves the 
reception of other persons; it may require a transformation 
of one’s own life and of relations with others. 

64. The Church is a communion of persons in relation; 
thus active participation and dialogue between communi-
ties, and within each community at all levels, is one expres-
sion of the Church’s nature. The divine being of the Triune 
God is the source and the exemplar of communion. The 
Holy Spirit is sent to create communion bestowing the 
gift of faith upon each believer. Likewise, the Holy Spirit 
empowers each one to understand more fully the revealed 
Word of God and to apply it more fruitfully to the con-
crete situations of daily life. As a “royal priesthood” (1Pet 
2:9), the community of the baptized engages in the active 
reception of the Gospel. Churches acknowledge the need 
to consult all levels of their constituency in matters of doc-
trine. Historically, even the reception of ecumenical coun-
cils was a process that extended through a considerable 
period of time, and employed a wide variety of means, such 
as the liturgy, catechesis, theology, the teaching of pastors, 

and popular piety. This process of reception called upon 
the participation of all church members, according to the 
charisms and ministries of each. 

65. In recent times, growing agreements between the 
churches have improved the climate for mutual consulta-
tion, reception and accountability. At the same time, the 
reception of these agreements in some churches has been far 
from complete. The reception of ecumenical documents, 
which have the distinct purpose of helping to reunify 
divided Christian communities, is part of the ecumenical 
task of the Church as a hermeneutical community. The 
process of responses to BEM, for example, sheds light on 
this form of reception, indicating in particular the diversity 
of criteria by which churches read and evaluate ecumenical 
documents. The BEM responses further show that recep-
tion is more than simply a church’s official response to a 
document. Churches were asked to respond not only to 
a text, but beyond that to consider changes in their own 
life and finally to change in their relations with others who 
could also recognize in the text the faith of the Church 
through the ages. Reception is therefore also a process that 
extends over time and involves many factors, including a 
certain level of ecumenical education, the accessibility of 
the texts, resources for their distribution and help of theo-
logians and local ministers to explicate their content and 
implications. The Forums on Bilateral Dialogues have con-
tributed much to a more adequate understanding of these 
factors.19 

66. A practical application of ecumenical hermeneutics 
occurs both in the production and reception of ecumeni-
cal documents. It is important to recognize, however, an 
important difference between these two spheres. Ecumeni-
cal documents are written jointly in the context of active 
discussion during which the dialogue partners may ques-
tion each other with regard to respective interpretations, 
challenging each other’s positions and developing insights 
that point to convergence. On the other hand, ecumeni-
cal documents are read by people who must enter into the 
dialogue without having been part of the initial discussion 
and who did not have the opportunity to present their own 
views in their own terms or to check their perceptions of 
the views being presented by others. Moreover, ecumeni-
cal documents are often produced through multilateral 
dialogue, whereas these documents are normally read from 
the point of view of a single tradition. Consequently, it 

19. Cf. esp. Sixth Forum on Bilateral Dialogues, Faith and Order 
Paper No. 168, 1995.
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49. Learning to Explore Love Together: 
Suggestions to the Churches for Responding 
to “A Common Word”

In 13 October 2007 a group of 138 Muslim scholars addressed 
an open letter to Christian leaders all over the world invit-
ing more dialogue and common discernment on common 
issues between Christian and Muslim leaders. The full docu-
ment, which has been marked the most successful initiative 
for Muslim-Christian dialogue in history, can be found on a 
special website: www.acommonword.com. In 2008 the WCC 
issued the following document with suggestions for churches to 
respond to ”A Common Word,” which was viewed as a “clear 
indication that leading Muslim intellectuals and religious 
leaders are committed to fresh thinking about the relationship 
between Islam and Christianity …and that the sincerity of 
their gesture must be welcomed in the warmest terms.”

Study Questions

1.   What attitudes and actions does the WCC recommend to its 
member churches in terms of their relationship with people 
of Muslim faith?

2.   How is the common basis viewed by the document which 
can serve as common ground between Christians and Mus-
lims (i.e., love for God and love for neighbour, which both 
Christians and Muslims respect)? What is the role of ongo-
ing differences between both religions?

3.   How do you evaluate the practical suggestion of the paper 
to appoint a joint planning group to prepare steps toward 
common action and to seek joint Muslim and Christian 
initiatives of dialogue and cooperation at both the regional 
and global levels? What positive examples and obstacles can 
be reported from different regions?

Preamble

On 13 October 2007 a group of 138 Muslim scholars 
addressed an open letter to Christian leaders. Among those 
addressed was the General Secretary of the World Coun-
cil of Churches. Based on initial responses from member 
churches, the WCC initiated a process of responding to 
the letter. Since November 2007 the WCC commenced 
consultation with its member churches and ecumenical 
partners, a number of whom responded with great enthusi-
asm. This was followed by a meeting of scholars and church 
experts engaged in the field of Christian-Muslim relations. 

is crucial that special care is taken by those who produce 
ecumenical documents to ensure that meaningful exchange 
is facilitated at all levels by adequate attention to those 
dimensions of ecumenical hermeneutics that result in accu-
rate communication and reception. 

E. Conclusion

67. Under the power of the Holy Spirit the Church is 
intended to be God’s special instrument for bringing 
about the encounter between the Word of Life and human 
beings. When this Word is received, it nourishes as the liv-
ing bread, which “gives life to the world,” for which Jesus’ 
listeners asked: “Lord, give us this bread always” (John 
6:33-34). 

68. In and through diverse historical and contemporary 
forms of inculturation and contextualization the bread of 
life, which is to be broken and distributed, remains one 
bread. Although the Word enters history, this historicity 
does not limit it to any single historical form or formu-
lation. Yet this insight leads neither to limitless diversity 
nor to ecumenical complacency. Rather, as a hermeneutical 
community, the Church is called to grow into full koino-
nia by Spirit-guided discernment of the living Tradition. 
The Church should not be imprisoned by holding on to 
inadequate answers from the past, nor should it silence the 
Word of God by endlessly putting off a clear recognition 
of the way this Word continues to impart meaning and 
orientation for human life. Under the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit, in faithfulness to the living Tradition, and through 
genuine ecumenical forms of conciliar deliberation and 
reception, the Church is called to “interpret the signs of 
the times” (Mt 16:3) by looking to the One who is both in 
and beyond time, to the One “who is the same, yesterday, 
today and forever” (Heb 13:8). 
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Their deliberations  produced the following commentary 
on the letter entitled “Learning to Explore Love Together”. 
The commentary is intended to assist the churches in read-
ing and responding to the letter “A Common Word”. The 
document includes suggestions to encourage member 
churches and ecumenical partners in their reflection on the 
Letter and in its invitation to explore together with their 
Muslim neighbours the love of God and the love of neigh-
bour in their respective contexts. Churches and ecumeni-
cal partners are then invited to share their reflections with 
the WCC as a contribution to a common understanding 
of and a common response to this initiative. The ongo-
ing process of reflection and the desire to create a common 
response to the letter through an initiative of dialogue is 
described below.

A Letter from 138 Muslim Scholars

The Letter, entitled A Common Word between Us and You 
(drawing upon an invitation to conversation in com-
mon between Christians and Muslims that appears in the 
Qur’an), sets out key dimensions of belief and action that 
in its authors’ understanding followers of the two faiths 
hold in common. They sum these up in the two-fold com-
mandments of love expressed in the Bible: ‘You shall love 
the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, 
and with all your mind, and your neighbour as yourself ’. 
To this end, by citing verses from the Bible, the Qur’an and 
Hadith (the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad), the let-
ter briefly shows how Christians and Muslims share simi-
lar teachings about love for God and love for neighbour. 
On the basis of these shared teachings, the authors then 
issue an invitation to Christians to join together with them 
‘on the common essentials of our two religions’. They also 
make clear that there are differences between Christianity 
and Islam, and counsel that ‘there is no minimizing some 
of our formal differences’. But they recall that since 55% 
of the world’s population belongs to these two religions, 
“making the relationship between these two religious com-
munities [is] the most important factor in contributing to 
meaningful peace around the world. If Muslims and Chris-
tians are not at peace, the world cannot be at peace.” 

This invitation marks an encouraging new stage in 
Muslim thinking about relations between Muslims and 
Christians. Throughout their shared history, followers of 
the two faiths have too often misunderstood one another. 
In recent times, a new way of thinking about the other 
took place; the churches have begun to think afresh about 
the relationship between Christianity and other faiths, 
including Islam—prominent among the outcomes of this 
thinking are the Roman Catholic Church’s Declaration on 
Relations between the Church and non-Christian Religions, 

1965, and the World Council of Churches’ Guidelines on 
Dialogue with People of Living Faiths and Ideologies, 1979. 
Here, in A Common Word is a clear indication that lead-
ing Muslim intellectuals and religious leaders are com-
mitted to fresh thinking about the relationship between 
Islam and Christianity. The courage of their action must 
be applauded—and since then around one hundred more 
scholars have signed the Letter—and the sincerity of their 
gesture must be welcomed in the warmest terms.

Ways towards a Response

After consultation with its member churches and ecumeni-
cal partners, and with the advice of specialists, the World 
Council of Churches proposes to initiate a process that, 
with patient reflection and mutual exploration between the 
people of the churches and the people of the mosques, can 
lead to fresh awareness one of the other, abandonment of 
stubborn prejudices, and new ways forward in respect and 
cooperation.

The following steps summarize the process: 

•   The World Council of Churches encourages its member 
churches and ecumenical partners, to recognize and wel-
come the serious intent of A Common Word and prayer-
fully consider its invitation to dialogue and cooperation. 
It also invites them to reflect ecumenically on the con-
tent of the Letter in their own unique contexts. While 
acknowledging that some churches have already begun 
this journey, the present document is aimed at facilitat-
ing and deepening such endeavours.

•   The Council will call on its Muslim partners – especially 
the signatories to the Letter – to create a joint planning 
group to prepare steps towards common action, and seek 
joint Muslim and Christian initiatives of dialogue and 
cooperation at both the regional and global levels. 

•   The Council will propose to this group, the organizing 
a series of consultations between Muslim and Christian 
leaders, scholars and practitioners which, based on this 
new opportunity, will reflect on points of mutual under-
standing, work on a theological and ethical framework 
for future joint initiatives and establish new means of 
exploring further in both matters of faith and life. 

These steps are taken on the understanding that the 
invitation in the Letter is issued by its signatories in full 
awareness of the difficulties that have accompanied past 
efforts, and that it signals a new and vigorously energized 
desire for a fresh start. 
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Exploring Together the Love for God and Love for 
Neighbour

The Letter eloquently underlines similarities on the key 
points of love for God and love for neighbour which both 
Christians and Muslims respect. However, the differences 
between the ways in which they each understand these 
imperatives and put them into practice cannot be ignored.

The testimony of past and present writings by Mus-
lims and Christians about and against the other serves as a 
clear reminder that misunderstanding can easily arise when 
followers of each faith try to explore the other’s beliefs with-
out proper care and attention. Therefore, it must be stated 
unequivocally that Christians should be ready to learn 
about Islam by listening closely to what Muslims them-
selves teach, and that Muslims should be ready to learn 
about Christianity by listening closely to what Christians 
themselves teach. Presuppositions are to be put aside, and 
followers of both faiths must be ready to seek the learning 
and wisdom of the other as the other imparts it according 
to their own unique insights.

Exploration of love for God together will undoubtedly 
yield startlingly instructive insights for both Christians and 
Muslims. In the same way, exploration of love for neigh-
bour together will reveal many points on which Muslims 
and Christians will recognize commonly held principles and 
actions. But these signs of similarity must be held in tension 
with real divergences and hard to reconcile differences.

Thus, for example, while both Christians and Muslims 
say they perceive God as one, what is actually meant in 
Islam by the doctrine of Tawhid (Unity of God), and what 
is actually meant in Christianity by the doctrine of the 
Trinity? Are these contradictory doctrines, as the history of 
engagement between the two faiths attests, or is there a way 
in which they can be seen as complementary insights into 
the mystery of God?

Similarly, while both Muslims and Christians claim to 
receive revelation from God, what is meant when Muslims 
claim to perceive the will of God revealed in the Qur’an—
what has been called the Word of God become book-, and 
what is meant when Christians claim to perceive God’s self-
revealed in Jesus Christ—who is called the Word of God 
become flesh?

In the same way, the love of neighbour is an essen-
tial and integral part of faith in God and love of God in 
both religions. Both Christians and Muslims obey God by 
seeking to respond to need in society. In Islam loving one’s 
own neighbour is expressed in acting with responsibility 
and generosity towards the needy within the community. 
In Christianity the love of neighbour is seen as a reflec-
tion of God’s love to humanity through Jesus Christ. This 
love transcends geographical and religious boundaries and 
thus embraces humanity in all its components without 

exception as it is expressed in the parable of the Good 
Samaritan.

The concept of love of God and love of neighbour is but 
one bridge and point of dialogue for action, at the same time 
Christian-Muslim dialogue and cooperation should explore 
a common ground in the search for justice and peace.

Agreeing and Disagreeing in Respect and Love

While Christians and Muslims may often be surprised to 
recognize in the utterances and explanations of the other 
what can appear to be reflections of their own beliefs, they 
will also see stark divergences in emphasis and some clear 
differences that resist all resolution by mutual efforts. Not 
the least of these will be the Christian difficulty of appreci-
ating Muhammad as a prophet, and the Muslim difficulty 
of appreciating Jesus as God incarnate. These spring from 
sincerely held views that have been keenly defended for 
centuries, and as keenly questioned and rejected.

It is therefore a pressing necessity that while Christians 
and Muslims must find ways of enhancing what they hold 
in common, they must also find ways of acknowledging 
and respecting the differences between them, of attempt-
ing to understand these, and of not allowing them to fuel 
hostility. The degeneration into mutual recrimination and 
condemnation is a pattern that has been repeated in the 
past to the sorrow of people of good will, who would also 
acknowledge with regret the ways in which religion has 
been misused. This may easily continue in the future unless 
careful steps are taken to prevent it.

With understanding the plurality and complexity of 
their shared history, both Christians and Muslims must 
work hard to develop respect where understanding is dif-
ficult and trust where differences do not yield to inquiry. In 
full recognition of the long history they hold in common, 
while recalling examples of humane mutual respect, they 
must recognize the need to work actively to heal hurts both 
local and global, and to change attitudes and stereotypes. 
Member churches are encouraged to recall and learn from 
each other’s experiences, and examine how these might 
inform and challenge their future actions.

More than this, even when Christians and Muslims 
continue to disagree on matters of belief, they should strive 
to reach the point at which they can recognize and endorse 
what they hold in common with sufficient integrity to 
allow them to work together in the world. Thus, they 
should make it a priority to understand how the precious 
heritages they each hold can direct and even impel them to 
work together for justice and peace, recognizing their joint 
goals and responding to the call of the One they worship 
and obey to come together not only in a common word but 
also in common action for the greater glory of God and the 
wellbeing of all.
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50. Theology of Dialogue: Vision of the 
Catholic Church in Asia

Edmund Chia1

Theological dialogue with people of other living faiths from 
early beginnings (particularly since the Declaration on the 
Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions of the Sec-
ond Vatican Council, Nostra Aetate 1965) has been a strong 
interest in the Roman Catholic Church. The essay from Prof. 
Edmund Chia (from the Australian Catholic University; for-
merly the Executive Secretary for the Office of Ecumenical 
and Interreligious Affairs of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ 
Conferences ), gives an introduction into the Asian theologi-
cal understandings of interreligious dialogue as expressed in 
the vision and directives advanced by the Federation of Asian 
Bishops’ Conferences (FABC). 

Study Questions

1.   What are historical and theological reasons indicated in the 
paper which demand that a church in Asia to become an 
Asian church?

2.   What are the understanding and reality behind the concept 
of “triple dialogue” of the church in Asia? 

3.   What is the difference between a “helicopter” image of the 
church in distinction of the “bullock-cart” image of the 
church, and how is the role of FABC viewed in this process?

Introduction

 Interreligious dialogue has taken on increasing prominence 
in recent decades in part because of the process of global-
ization. As the world “becomes smaller” religions have no 
choice but to interact and be in contact with one another. 
These contacts could be either productive or destructive. 
Enough has been said about the latter, which manifests 
itself in the many tensions, conflicts, and wars committed 
between religions and in the name of God. The produc-
tive interactions, though less frequently reported, have also 
been significant in shaping the socio-political cultures of 
various parts of the world.

While it is mainly individual scholars and think-
ers who are at the forefront of advancing constructive 

1. Bro. Edmund Chia <edchia@pc.jaring.my> is the Executive 
Secretary for the Office of Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs of 
the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences. He has a Ph.D. in 
Theology from the University of Nijmegen, the Netherlands.

interreligious dialogues, religious institutions and commu-
nities have also played no less significant roles. For instance, 
the Roman Catholic Church’s adoption of more positive 
doctrinal positions towards other religions during the Sec-
ond Vatican Council is a significant landmark for ushering 
Catholics into the activity of interreligious dialogue. If we 
consider that this was not the case for the most part of 
its 2000 year history and even as recent as fifty years ago, 
one can better appreciate whatever efforts the Church as an 
institution has made. In this regard the efforts of the Asian 
Church’s pastoral magisterium is even more significant 
and therefore worth exploring. Not only has it been urg-
ing Christians to develop more positive attitudes towards 
peoples of other religions, it has also been proclaiming that 
unless one engages in interreligious dialogue one cannot be 
regarded as a true Christian. 

This paper explores this very radical proclamation on 
the part of the Catholic Church in Asia in view of pro-
posing that the Asian Church could provide useful direc-
tions for the universal Church to follow. This is done by 
looking at the vision and directives advanced by the Fed-
eration of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC) which can 
rightly claim to be the only organization which represents 
the Catholic Church in Asia. A federation of all Catholic 
episcopal conferences in Asia, FABC has, in the past thirty 
years of existence, been proposing new concepts of being 
Church and being Christian in Asia, and that the Church 
has to embrace dialogue as the mode of evangelization 
in Asia. By this Asian bishops suggest that interreligious 
dialogue has to be an essential component of how Asian 
Christians live their faith amidst their neighbours of other 
religions. 

The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 

Conceived in 1970 as a response to the Second Vatican 
Council’s call for the development of local Churches, 
FABC is a voluntary association of episcopal conferences 
in South, Southeast, East and Central Asia. At present its 
membership includes episcopal conferences from more 
than twenty countries across Asia. Since the episcopal con-
ferences speak on behalf of local Churches which they rep-
resent, FABC can rightly claim to be an institution which 
represents the more than 100 million Catholics from all 
across Asia. The principal agencies through which FABC 
functions are the many assemblies and seminars organized 
for bishops and other church leaders of Asia. These usu-
ally culminate in some sort of statement which offers new 
visions and directions for the Church in Asia. These state-
ments are usually guided by the basic theological orienta-
tions which undergird the whole of FABC. An examination 
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of the many FABC documents reveals that the concept of 
dialogue features prominently in the Asian Church’s the-
ology. For instance, at its very first meeting in 1970, the 
Asian bishops had already pledged themselves “to an open, 
sincere, and continuing dialogue with our brothers of other 
great religions of Asia, that we may learn from one another 
how to enrich ourselves spiritually and how to work more 
effectively together on our common task of total human 
development” (ABM, Resolutions: art. 12).2

Throughout the more than thirty years of FABC exis-
tence this theme of dialogue kept emerging at practically 
every assembly and seminar, prompting Indian theologian 
Felix Wilfred to assert that the word ‘dialogue’ can more or 
less summarize the entire orientation of FABC.3 Dialogue 
is the way of being Church in Asia. Dialogue is also the 
method for doing theology in Asia. In short, dialogue is 
the life and mode of the Asian Church. It is in this context 
that the present paper regards the theology of FABC as a 
“Theology of Dialogue.” 

Colonial Roots of the Church in Asia 

FABC’s theology of dialogue did not appear from the heav-
ens, as it were, but from the concrete experience of the local 
Churches in Asia, shaped to a great extent by its contextual 
realities. For example, the notion of “foreignness” is one of 
the most conspicuous characteristics of the Asian Church 
and so features in its theology. That is why the question 
of identity is an issue the FABC continually needs to deal 
with, even until today. The Seventh Plenary Assembly of 
FABC in 2000 emphasized the need for the “Asianness” 
of the Church to emerge.4 An earlier FABC theological 
consultation on evangelization in Asia outlined the issues 
pointedly:

As a social institution the Church is perceived as 
a foreign body in its colonial origins while other world 
religions are not. The lingering image survives in its tra-
ditional ecclesiastical structures and economic dependence 
on the West. This gives ground for suspicion. The Church 

2. Asian Bishops’ Meeting ABM (Manila, 1970), A Message and 
Resolutions of the Asian Bishops’ Meeting, in For All the Peoples 
of Asia: Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences, Documents from 
1970 to 1991, vol.1, ed. Gaudencio Rosales & C. G. ARevalo 
(Quezon City: Claretian, 1997), 3, 9. [For All the Peoples of Asia, 
vol. 1].
3. Felix Wilfred, The Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences 
(FABC): Orientations, Challenges and Impact, in Ibid. xxiii. 
4. Seventh Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ 
Conferences, FABC VII, Renewed Church in Asia: A Mission of 
Love and Service, in For All the Peoples of Asia: Federation of Asian 
Bishops’ Conferences, Document from 1997 to 2001, vol. 3, ed. 
Franz Eilers (Quezon City: Claretian, 2002), 8. [For All the Peoples 
of Asia, vol. 3].

is even sometimes seen as an obstacle or threat to national 
integration and to religious and cultural identity. Align-
ments between the Church and socio-political elites often 
legitimize and preserve the socio-political status quo and do 
not succeed in obviating this image. The Church remains 
foreign in its lifestyle, in its institutional structure, in its 
worship, and in its western-trained leadership and in its 
theology (art. 13).5

In such a context it makes sense that the priority 
for the Church in Asia is to develop an appropriate local 
Church with a truly Asian identity. The first step to take 
leads one to look at what has been, in view of develop-
ing what should be. An ideological critique of the past old 
model of being Church in Asia is necessary in order to 
discern why there exists the enmity and hostility towards 
the Church. The most relevant datum on this is that the 
Church of Christ came to Asia along with European colo-
nial expansion. It is therefore inevitable that the Church is 
associated with imperial powers, whose primary aim was 
the conquest of the lands of Asia. It is thus a fact of his-
tory that the Cross of Christ came together with the swords 
and guns as well as the looting barrels in what Sri Lankan 
theologian Aloysius Pieris calls the “unholy alliance of the 
missionary, the military and the merchant.”6 Just as the 
imperialists’ aim was the plunder of the resources of Asia, 
the Church was also viewed as coming to plunder the souls 
of the people of Asia. 

It is not surprising then that the early missionaries 
had little respect for the people of Asia, much less their 
cultures and religions. The late Indian theologian Stanley 
Samartha illustrates this situation appropriately by draw-
ing an analogy with the arrival of a helicopter in Asia.7 
When descending upon Asia—from above, of course—the 
helicopter blew away all that was on the ground to pave 
the way for the European Church to land. It also made 
so much missiological noise that the people of Asia were 
so annoyed that they not only rejected its message but 
regarded whatever the Church had to offer with hostility 
and suspicion. The Church, on its part, made little effort at 
adapting its message to the culture of the people; instead, 
it practically transplanted the norms and patterns of the 
Church in Europe to the lands of Asia. Such a transplanted 
Church never took root in Asian soil and so remained 

5. FABC Office of Evangelization: Conclusions of the Theological 
Consultation (Hua Hin, 1991), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 
1, 337.
6. Aloysius Pieris, “Asia’s Non-Semitic Religions and the Mission 
of Local Churches”, in An Asian Theology of Liberation (Quezon 
City: Claretian, 1988), 50.
7. Stanley Samartha, One Christ—Many Religions: Toward a 
Revised Christology (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1991), 115. 
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largely a European Church, even after having been in Asia 
for several centuries. 

Contextualizing the Church in Asia 

In view of such alienation, later missionaries have been 
concerned about ways to make Christianity more recogniz-
able and, hence, acceptable to the people of Asia. Efforts 
at contextualization (variously called inculturation, indi-
genization, localization, etc.) were tried out over the years, 
decades and centuries. At times this meant making the 
Gospel more understandable by translating it to a local lan-
guage or adapting it to an indigenous world-view with the 
concomitant local concepts, images, and culturally specific 
symbols. These represent the translation and adaptation 
models of attempts at constructing local theologies.8 While 
these efforts continue through this day, with many more 
aspects of the faith being translated or adapted, the Church 
remains largely unaccepted in Asia. This is because the 
translation and adaptation models, while easily effected, 
are but short-term measures of enculturating Christianity. 
They do not address the critical issues of the Church’s iden-
tity. At most, the external manifestations of being Church 
are changed or adapted, but with little or no consequence 
whatsoever to the deeper issues of the Church’s identity. 
What is lacking is a thorough attempt at contextualizing 
the Christian faith, of “examining the cultural context in 
which Christianity takes root and receives expression.”9 
Indian theologian Michael Amaladoss posits that incultur-
ation entails a “transformation of the life of a community 
of believers from within by which the Good News becomes 
the principle that animates their attitudes, world-view, 
value system and action—in short their whole life.” “This,” 
Amaladoss insists, “is the very process of Christian living.”10 
Thus, what is needed for the Church in Asia is a thorough 
process of inculturating and contextualizing Christianity. 

This process of contextualization must take seriously 
the world of Asia, in particular the plurality of its cultures, 
the diversity of its religions, and the distress of its poor. 
Using Samartha again, one can describe the nature of this 
authentic contextualization by depicting the Church as a 
bullock-cart. A vehicle indigenous to Asia, the bullock-cart 
portrays a Church which is at once truly native and local 

8. Robert Schreiter speaks of three broad types or models of 
constructing local theology, namely, the translation models, 
the adaptation models, and the contextual models. See Robert 
Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll: Orbis, 1985), 
6-12.
9. Ibid. 12.
10. Michael Amaladoss, “Inculturation: Perspective and 
Challenges”, in Making All Things New: Mission in Dialogue 
(Anand: Gujarat Sahitya Prakash, 1990), 65. 

as well as modest and humble. Coming from below and in 
touch with Asian soil, the bullock-cart Church is certainly 
more in touch with the people, religions and cultures of 
Asia. It is therefore a Church which is more acceptable to 
the people of Asia. Just as it is necessary for the bullock-cart 
to be in continuous contact and friction with the ground 
for it to move forward, the Church too must be in continu-
ous contact and friction with the people and religions of 
Asia if it wants to move forward. Contact and friction are 
therefore the modes by which the evangelizing mission of 
the bullock-cart Church is actualized. 

Contextualization for the bullock-cart Church then 
refers to a mutually critical correlation and confrontation 
between Christianity and the other religions and cultures 
of Asia. This critical correlation and confrontation imply 
the process of dialogue. Dialogue is the process by which 
the Church makes contact with the contextual realities of 
Asia, especially its cultures and religions. This process is as 
much for the purpose of enabling the Church to become 
more authentically local as it is for the purpose of enabling 
the people of other religions to better acquaint themselves 
with the Church. Through this process of dialogue the 
Church could hopefully become more acceptable to the 
people of Asia and be even regarded as one of Asia’s own. 

What are the elements of this dialogue? Whom does 
the Church dialogue with and why should the Church do 
so? How does dialogue relate to the making of an Asian 
theology and what are the constituents of this theology? 
What are the peculiar characteristics which make for a 
distinctive theology in Asia and what does a theology of 
dialogue look like? These are questions to keep in mind as 
one attempts to postulate an Asian Theology of Dialogue. 
To begin the search, reference is made here to the wisdom 
of Aloysius Pieris, one of Asia’s foremost contextual theo-
logians. In his seminal article Toward an Asian Theology of 
Liberation, Pieris writes:

Any discussion about Asian theology has to move 
between two poles: the Third Worldliness of our con-
tinent and its peculiarly Asian character. More realisti-
cally and precisely, the common denominator linking 
Asia with the rest of the Third World is its overwhelm-
ing poverty. The specific character defining Asia within 
the other poor countries is its multifaceted religious-
ness. These two inseparable realities constitute in their 
interpenetration what might be designated as the Asian 
context, the matrix of any theology truly Asian.11

11. Aloysius Pieris, “Toward an Asian Theology of Liberation”, in 
An Asian Theology of Liberation, 69. 
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Evangelization through Triple Dialogue 

The contextual reality referred to in the preceding quote has 
influenced Asian bishops so much that they have come to 
speak of the evangelizing mission of the Church as address-
ing issues of poverty and attending to the religions of Asia. 
Such a mission is the task of the local Church. Hence, the 
priority is the creation of a local Church, a task which can 
be accomplished only through an integral process of what 
has come to be known in FABC documents as the “triple 
dialogue” (FABC VII, part I, A: 8).12 Construing this as 
the threefold dialogue of the Church with the cultures, the 
religions and the poor of Asia, the Asian bishops state cat-
egorically that this dialogue represents the primary means 
by which the Church evangelizes in Asia.13 It is through the 
process of dialogue that the Church inculturates itself and 
contextualizes its mode of being and operating so as to give 
birth to a truly local Church in Asia. 

Advocating the triple dialogue, Aloysius Pieris 
points out that the process of inculturation can never be 
effected by a mere translation or adaptation of Christian 
symbol systems. Inculturation, Pieris contends, “hap-
pens naturally.” “It can never be induced artificially. The 
Christian tends to appropriate the symbols and mores of 
the human grouping around it only to the degree that it 
immerses itself in their lives and struggles. That is to say, 
inculturation is the by-product of an involvement with a 
people rather than the conscious target of a programme of 
action.”14 In the context of Asia, inculturation is effected, 
first of all, through the dialogue with Asia’s poor, in view of 
facilitating their integral liberation. Second of all, because 
the other religions have their own views of what liberation 
and salvation mean and because the majority of Asia’s poor 
owe their allegiance to these other religions, the process 
of inculturation, which entails the Church’s dialogue with 
the poor, must also include dialogue with the religions. In 
short, inculturation, interreligious dialogue and the pro-
cess of integral liberation are mutually involving ministries, 
all of which are integral to the evangelizing mission of the 
Church in Asia.15

That Asia is poor is beyond dispute. The FABC has 
noted over and over again that Asia, with its teeming 
masses and underdevelopment, coupled with mismanage-
ment and corruption as well as the ravages of conflict and 

12. FABC VII, in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 3, 4.
13. See Edmund Chia, “Interreligious Dialogue: Priorities for the 
Church in Asia,” in UCAN (12 July 1999); also in Asia Focus 15/28 
(23 July 1999): 3.
14. Aloysius Pieris, “Asia’s Non-Semitic Religions and the Mission 
of the Local Churches”, 38. 
15. See Edmund Chia, “Wanted: Interreligious Dialogue”, in 
Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 12/1 (2002): 101-110.

war, is truly a suffering continent. It is therefore in need of 
liberation which Jesus Christ offers and which the Church 
can bring. In other words, Jesus and the Church are neces-
sary in Asia, not so much because the majority of Asians are 
not Christians but because they are suffering and poor. Any 
Asian contextual theology, therefore, will have to take this 
fact of poverty, oppression and exploitation seriously. The 
Asian bishops consider this the principle ingredient for an 
authentic theology for the Church in Asia. What is essen-
tial is that the theology has a liberating thrust to it, i.e., a 
theology which includes the element of praxis, leading to 
the reality of liberation. For this purpose, an Asian perspec-
tive of interpreting the Bible is a necessary starting point. 

Asian Biblical Hermeneutics 

To begin this exploration into an Asian perspective of 
interpreting the Bible, it has to be clarified first as to who 
exactly is meant by the poor, since the dialogue with the 
poor features prominently in Asian theology. Reference 
is made here to the reflections of the late Indian scholar 
George Soares-Prabhu who is renowned for his biblical 
theology. After searching through the Old and the New 
Testaments, Soares-Prabhu came to the conclusion that 
the poor refers to three principal concepts: (i) The poor 
(anawim) in the Bible as a sociological group. They are 
those who are deprived of the means or dignity to lead a 
full human existence; the economically afflicted, the dis-
possessed, the marginalized, the exploited, the oppressed; 
(ii) The poor in the Bible as a dialectical group. They are 
poor because another group determined or caused them to 
be poor. The poor, therefore, stand in opposition to this 
other group. Poverty is an evil and has to be eliminated. 
The poor are blessed, but not poverty; and (iii) The poor 
in the Bible as a dynamic group. The poor are not depicted 
as a pitiable group which is of no historical significance. 
Instead, because of their poverty and victimization, they 
are the beneficiaries of salvation as well as the mediators of 
this salvation to others.16

The above is a description of one group of people who 
are poor and not to be confused with another group who 
are also poor, viz., those who opt to be poor. The former 
are poor by circumstance; their poverty is forced upon 
them. The latter, on the other hand, are poor by choice; 
they embrace poverty voluntarily. Aloysius Pieris calls those 
who embrace the evangelical voluntary poverty the follow-
ers of Jesus (Mk. 4:21, 28; Lk. 5:28, etc.). They are the 
disciples of Christ. The other group who are forced into 
16. G. Soares-Prabhu, “Class in the Bible: The Biblical Poor 
as a Social Class”, in Theology of Liberation: An Indian Biblical 
Perspective, ed. Francis D’Sa (Pune: Jnana-Deepa Vidyapeeth, 
2001), 93-109.
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an anti-evangelical poverty and are poor not by choice 
are the vicars of Christ (Mt. 25:31-46; Mk. 9:36-37; 41, 
etc.). They represent Christ who said “if you did this to the 
least of my brethren, you did it to me.” The two groups are 
necessarily related in that as “Yahweh’s proxies on earth,” 
the forced poor, the vicars of Christ, “share Yahweh’s 
divine prerogative of making demands” on the followers 
of Christ, the disciples of Jesus. The poor by circumstance 
need the intervention of the poor by choice. The voluntary 
poverty of the disciples of Jesus must be oriented towards 
the alleviation of the forced poverty of the vicars of Christ 
as “the evangelical poor receive their mission through their 
solidarity with the socially poor.” The disciples of Jesus are 
the proclaimers of God’s reign while the vicars its inheri-
tors. In other words, Pieris asserts, there is “no salvation 
outside God’s covenant with the poor.” For, it is through 
this solidarity with the poor in discipleship praxis that the 
“Kingdom Community” is given birth to.17 In the words of 
the Asian bishops: 

Necessarily, the Kingdom of God confronts the forces 
of injustice, violence, and oppression. These forces com-
bined form structures of sin, from which we need to be 
liberated. We uphold the preferential option for the poor, 
since they are victims of these structures. Hence, solidarity 
with the poor is a response to the Good News of God’s 
Kingdom. Where this solidarity exists, there the power of 
Christ’s Spirit is working. The work of the Spirit appears 
in the struggle for a better world in all its forms. We see 
people of all faiths participating in that struggle (BIRA 
IV/10, art. 8).18 

This brings us to the question of how dialogue with 
other religions is related to dialogue with the poor. How 
do we integrate interreligious dialogue with the ministry 
on behalf of integral liberation? How do we get the people 
of other faiths to participate with us in the struggle against 
mammon? How is the Church accepted by the people of 
other faiths in the first place? In addressing these questions, 
Pieris draws our attention to the idea that Jesus’ baptism 
under John the Baptist was Jesus’ first prophetic gesture.19 
Through this prophetic act, Pieris discerns four missio-
logical principles relevant for the Church in Asia. First, 
John the Baptist was from the Deuteronomic tradition of 
prophetic ascetism; one of liberating religiousness. Jesus 
opted for this brand of spirituality from among the many 
available during his time—the Zealots, the Essenes, the 

17. Aloysius Pieris, God’s Reign for God’s Poor: A Return to the Jesus 
Formula (Kelaniya: Tulana Research Centre, 1999), 42, 60-61.
18. Tenth Bishops’ Institute for Interreligious Affairs on the 
Theology of Dialogue, BIRA IV/10 (Sukabumi, 1988), in For All 
the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 314.
19. See Aloysius Pieris, “Asia’s Non-Semitic Religions and the 
Mission of Local Churches”, 45. 

Pharisees, etc. Second, at the Jordan, Jesus came before the 
Baptizer as well as those to be baptized. The latter were the 
anawim, the poor, the outcast, the lepers, etc. By opting to 
be baptized instead of to baptize, Jesus joined the ranks of 
the latter group, identifying himself with the poor. Third, 
by submitting himself to baptism, Jesus receives his mis-
sionary credentials. It was in his baptism, an event carried 
out in the presence of the poor, that he receives his author-
ity: “Hear ye him.” Fourth, the Jordan was a self-effacing act 
on Jesus’ part. By submitting himself humbly to be bap-
tized, he was losing his identity. But, it was precisely in this 
loss of identity that Jesus discovers his authentic selfhood: 
the lamb of God, God’s beloved Son, the Messiah.20

With his identity clarified and authority bestowed, 
Jesus set off on his prophetic mission, a journey which saw 
him in defense of the poor and in confrontation with mam-
mon. Pieris speaks of Jesus as God’s defense pact with the 
poor and in a collision course with mammon.21 It was this, 
especially his challenge of the ruling religious elites and 
colonial powers that led to Jesus’ death. The journey which 
began at Jordan in humility was to end on Calvary, not 
only in humility but also shame; both events incidentally 
have been described in the New Testament by the same 
word, “baptism” (Mt. 3:13-15; Mk. 10:35-40; Lk. 12:50). 
“The baptism of the cross, therefore, is not only the price 
he paid for preaching the good news, but the basis of all 
Christian discipleship (Mk. 8:34).”22

From Church in Asia to Church of Asia 

The foregoing reflections clearly show that the task of 
developing a local Church has to be through the process of 
dialogue, where the term “dialogue” is used loosely to refer 
to the interactions, relationships and involvement between 
one group and another. Dialogue with contextual realities 
of Asia, therefore, demands that the Church takes seriously 
the people who make up the cultures and religions of Asia. 
In particular, the Church, as disciples of Jesus, must also 
walk in the footsteps of him who humbled himself in order 
to serve the poor of his time. The events which took place 
at Jordan and Calvary are significant markers which the 
Church in Asia can learn from. 

Significantly, it was at the river Jordan that Jesus 
received his first baptism. This was a baptism into the reli-
giousness of the culture of his time. It was through this act 
of baptism that Jesus received the necessary credentials to 
exercise his prophetic mission. Following in the footsteps 
of Jesus, the Church in Asia has to also take this first step, 

20. Aloysius Pieris, Ibid. 46-48.
21. Aloysius Pieris, God’s Reign for God’s Poor, 57.
22. Ibid. 49.
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which is to submit itself to a baptism by the river of Asia’s 
religiousness. In effect, this means that the Church must 
be extensively immersed and involved with Asia’s other 
religions. Essentially, this first step requires the Church to 
fulfill “the prophetic imperative to immerse [it]self in the 
baptismal waters of Asian religions” so that it becomes a 
local Church “’initiated’ into the pre-Christian traditions 
under the tutelage of [Asia’s] ancient gurus.” Because this 
is something the Church has hitherto not done in many 
parts of Asia, it continues to lack the authority to minister 
to the people in Asia. In the words of Pieris, it would mean 
the Church “will continue to be an ecclesiastical complex 
full of ‘power’ but lacking in ‘authority’.” In this baptism, 
the Church, like her Master Jesus, will have to simply “sit 
at the feet of Asian gurus not as an ecclesia docens (a teach-
ing Church) but as an ecclesia discens (a learning Church), 
lost among the ‘religious poor’ of Asia, among the anawim 
who go to their gurus in search of the kingdom of holiness, 
justice, and peace.”23

The second baptism, the one of Calvary, which Jesus 
received is even more significant. In current ecclesial lan-
guage, one could refer to it as the sacrament of confirma-
tion. It was a confirmation of all of Jesus’ signs, preaching, 
teachings and actions which began with the baptism of 
water at Jordan and which ended with his execution in 
what Pieris calls “the baptism of the cross.” This was “a 
cross that the money-polluted religiosity of his day planted 
on Calvary with the aid of a colonial power (Lk. 23:1-23).” 
It is not without connection that prior to arriving on Cal-
vary Jesus’ journey had taken him through terrains where 
he had openly challenged the status quo and ruling elites. 
His was a “calculated strategy against mammon whom he 
declared to be God’s rival (Mt. 6:24). The kingdom he 
announced was certainly not for the rich (Lk. 6:20-26). 
It takes a miracle for a rich person to give up wealth and 
enter the kingdom (Mk. 10:26-27). His curses on the 
‘haves’ (Lk. 6:24-25) and his blessings on the ‘have-nots’ 
(Lk. 6:20-23) are sharpened by his dictum that it is in 
and through the poor (the hungry, the naked, etc.) that he 
would pass his messianic judgment on entire nations (Mt. 
25:31-46).”24 As the Asian bishops also realize, “opting to 
be with the poor involves risk of conflict with vested inter-
ests or ‘establishments,’ religious, economic, social, politi-
cal. It also involves for leaders of the Church especially, 
loss of security, and that not only material but spiritual [as 
well]” (BISA I, art. 6).25 But such is the way to Calvary 
and, more significantly, such is also the way by which the 

23. Ibid. 47.
24. Ibid. 47.
25. First Bishops’ Institute for Social Action, BISA I (Novaliches, 
1974), in For All the Peoples of Asia, vol. 1, 200. 

Church would acquire its authority. It is in the losing of 
its security that the Church will discover its identity, viz., 
that it is a “Church of the poor,” the same group whom 
the Church’s Master had identified with. This is the calling 
which the Asian bishops have been making ever since the 
1970 Asian Bishops’ Meeting, reiterated forcefully at the 
First FABC Plenary Assembly in 1974, and repeated ever 
since: The Church must become a Church of the poor, if it 
is to be relevant to the people of Asia. 

It is therefore quite clear that the only way by which 
the Church in Asia can discover its identity and acquire 
its authority is if the Church consciously submits to the 
challenge of the other religions and the challenge of the 
poor. Unless the Asian Church is baptized in the “Jordan” 
of Asian religions and confirmed by the “Calvary” of Asian 
poverty, it will remain foreign and unacceptable by the 
majority of the people of Asia. Such is the process of incul-
turation and such is the challenge which the Church knows 
it has to accept if it wants to become an authentically local 
Church in Asia. Realizing this, the Asian bishops are of the 
mind that “the primary focus of our task of evangelization 
then, at this time in our history, is the building up of a truly 
local Church.... The local Church is a Church incarnate 
in a people, a Church indigenous and inculturated. And 
this means concretely a Church in continuous, humble and 
loving dialogue with the living traditions, the cultures, the 
religions” (FABC I, art. 9, 12).26 Implicit in this incultura-
tion process is the transformation of the Church’s image 
and ways of functioning so as to embrace what the Asian 
bishops call the New Way of Being Church. This “new way” 
of “being” entails a relinquishing of the Church’s image 
of power and wealth in favor of a Church which is meek 
and humble and involved in the lives and struggles of the 
people of Asia.27 It is in the shedding of the “helicopter” 
image of the Church in favor of the “bullock-cart” image, 
where the Church is identified with the religions, the cul-
tures and the poor of Asia. When that happens, the Church 
would have integrated itself into the Asian cultural fabric 
and be recognized and accepted as one of Asia’s own. When 
that day comes, the Church would have moved from being 
merely a Church in Asia to becoming a Church of Asia. It 
would no longer be a European Church in Asia but truly 
an Asian Church serving the people of Asia.

26. First Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ 
Conferences, FABC I (Taipei, 1974), in For All the Peoples of Asia, 
vol. 1, 14. 
27. See Edmund Chia, “New Way of Being Church”, in Focus 
17/2 (1997): 91-104; also republished in SEDOS 30 (April 1998): 
106-112.
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56. Edinburgh 2010 and the Future of 
Theological Education in the 21st Century

The World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh 2010 
reviewed the past hundred years of Christian mission since 
the first world missionary conference in Edinburgh 1910 (see: 
www.edinburgh2010.org). As part of the preparatory process, 
nine study theme groups were identified which worked through 
a longer process to produce common insights on future direc-
tions in world mission, Christian witness and interfaith dia-
logue. One of these nine groups was called together to review 
trends and developments in the area of ecumenical formation 
and theological education (group 6). The following report is a 
summary of the two parallel sessions which were held during 
the Edinburgh 2010 world conference on issues of theological 
education and ecumenical formation in July 2010. All of the 
Edinburgh study reports were published in the Regnum Edin-
burgh Centenary Series.

Study Questions 

1.   What are achievements andongoing challenges in the field 
of theological education and mission training since 1910?

2.   What is the relation between general Christian education 
and theological education/ministerial formation as seen in 
this paper or experienced in your church?

3.   What are key recommendations shared with regard to 
strengthening ecumenical and global dimensions in theo-
logical education programmes according to the paper?

Report of parallel session on theological education—
Edinburgh 2010 

1.   The parallel session on theological education on 4th 
June 2010 affirmed the general findings and recommen-
dations of the international study report on theological 
education which were summarized and presented by 
members of the international study group on theologi-
cal education1 in the beginning of the session:

Theological education—understood in broad perspec-
tive—supports the whole of Christian mission through 
education of:

1. Presented by David Esterline, Namsoon Kang, Dietrich Werner 
and Joshva Raja (UTC Bangalore history)

Conclusion

As can be seen from the preceding reflections, what the 
Catholic Church in Asia has been proposing is by no 
means insignificant. It can even be regarded as radical if 
seen in the context of Asia where religious institutions are 
more prone to promote itself rather than the spirit of dia-
logue and collabouration. In advancing this New Way of 
Being Church the Asian bishops hope that Asian Catholics 
will shed their colonial exclusive mindset in favor of a truly 
Asian spirituality of inclusivity and mutuality. The next 
step, of course, is the actualization of this vision.

This is where the Church in Asia remains essentially 
lacking: while a Theology of Dialogue has been developed, 
the praxis of dialogue is something which is still in need 
of greater development. What exists is a vision and blue-
print for the contextualization of the Church in Asia. The 
implementation of this vision, however, is another matter. 
It constitutes a serious problem and challenge for most 
of the local Churches across Asia. Many Asian Catholics 
have either not heard about FABC’s vision of a dialogical 
Church or do not subscribe to it. This problem is evidence 
of the deeper reality that despite efforts at inculturating 
and contextualizing the Christian faith, believers continue 
to resist the demands of these efforts. This is not surprising 
as the demands placed upon Christians who truly desire to 
live an inculturated faith are tremendous. Of significance is 
that one has to adopt a self-effacing attitude which has no 
place for any triumphant display of Christianity. Such an 
attitude also embraces a kenotic spirituality, with the con-
comitant openness to learning from and with persons of 
other religions. These are great demands for the actualiza-
tion of a truly local Church which embraces the challenge 
posed by the Theology of Dialogue. This, unfortunately, 
is not a reality yet in the Asian Church. The Theology 
of Dialogue remains essentially a theory and a vision of 
the FABC, and hitherto, this vision resides principally in 
FABC documents.

But, having the vision is itself already a significant 
accomplishment. Even if this vision has not been fully 
imbibed, its very existence is not an unimportant fact. At 
the very least, it can be referred to as the preferred direction 
for the future of the Church in Asia. The praxis which is 
to follow the theory may take longer than desired. Nev-
ertheless, without the theory Asian Catholics would not 
even have a vision to guide them or a measure by which 
to evaluate the Church’s development. One therefore is 
thankful that the FABC has a Theology of Dialogue. It 
points towards the future promise of hope for a truly local 
Church which is at once authentically Asian and authenti-
cally Christian.
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•   the ear to hear God’s word and the cry of God’s 
people;

•   the heart to heed and respond to the suffering;

•   the tongue to speak to both weary and arrogant;

•   the hands to work with the lowly;

•   the mind to reflect on the good news of the gospel;

•   the will to respond to God’s call;

•   the spirit to wait on God in prayer, to struggle, and to 
be silent, to intercede for the church and the world;

•   the body to be the temple of the Holy Spirit.

2.   While the plea of Edinburgh1910 to develop contex-
tualized forms of theological education in the Asian 
churches was partly answered by many indigenous 
models of theological education which were established 
in the 20th century, Western patterns and concepts 
of theology continued to be exported throughout the 
Global South, so that the task of Edinburgh 1910 was 
only gradually and very incompletely fulfilled. There-
fore an urgent need remains in many places for cul-
turally and linguistically appropriate programmes and 
resources of theological education.

3.   The interlacement of Church, Christian mission and 
theological education was highlighted by many authors 
and studies in the 20th century, but the concrete imple-
mentation of this vital interrelatedness remains a con-
stant task for all churches and institutions of theological 
education. The process of theological education both 
reproduces and reflects existing ecclesial and denomi-
national realities, but should also challenge the exist-
ing realities of both the church and the world from the 
perspective of the Kingdom of God and his love for all 
creation.

4.   New discourses in contextual theologies have also had 
a profound impact on the understanding and practice 
of theological education. These new discourses include 
feminist theologies, postcolonial perspectives, ecumeni-
cal perspectives, and theological responses to postmo-
dernity, religious plurality, globalization and ecology. 
The rise of Christian fundamentalism and the frequent 
lack of understanding of the values of the ecumenical 
movement present a serious challenge for theological 
education and its task to promote a proper and holistic 
understanding of Christian witness, service and unity.

5.   Among the most important challenges for reshaping 
and strengthening theological education and mission-
ary training for World Christianity in the 21st century 
are the following factors:

a)   Disparity in the availability of resources for theologi-
cal education between the North and the South and 
within several regions.

b)   The tremendous rise in the number of higher educa-
tion students in the South in general and the rise 
in applications for theological study programmes in 
particular.

c)   The growing interest of Pentecostal churches in theo-
logical education programmes

d)   The urgent needs prevailing in many contexts to cre-
ate more space for women in theological education, 
theological leadership and in the ministries of the 
church.

e)   The lack of common quality standards and mutual 
recognition between theological schools of different 
contexts, denominational background and theologi-
cal orientation.

f )   Denominational fragmentation of the international 
landscape of theological education institutions.

g)   The grave lack of scholarships and grants available 
for higher studies in theological education and the 
increasing difficulties of churches to fund their insti-
tutions of theological education.

h)   Changing structural conditions of theological educa-
tion (the move in some contexts away from church-
related seminaries towards state-funded departments 
of religious studies).

i)   The fundamental implications of global migra-
tion movements and changing and increasingly 
diverse constituencies for programmes of theological 
education.

6.   The session listened to additional important perspec-
tives from regional consultative processes and trans-
versal themes by representatives coming from Roman 
Catholic, African-Feminist, Evangelical, Japanese and 
Australian backgrounds, including those offering per-
spectives on children’s ministries and their relevance for 
theological education.2

2. Presenters included Fulata Mbano-Moyo, Anthony Gittins, 
Wendy Strachan, John Hitchen, Ken Myamoto, Julie Ma and 
Mikhail Goundiaev
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7.   In discussing both the report and the additional inputs 
the working groups of the parallel session affirmed 
some common issues and highlighted some additional 
perspectives which are summarized in the subsequent 
paragraphs: The concern for Christian education, theo-
logical education and ministerial formation which has 
been a key task throughout the history of Christian mis-
sion from its very beginning, needs to be reaffirmed and 
identified as a strategic task of common action for all 
Christian churches in the 21st century. 

8.   We can say together: Educating the whole people of 
God is a key to mission and Christian mission should 
be the organizing focus and reference point of theo-
logical education. As Christ’s mission has had a deep 
concern for children, any mission-minded theological 
education in the 21st century needs to have concern 
for children’s ministries and children’s theology in order 
to give visible expression to the fact that children rep-
resent 30% of world Christianity while still being mar-
ginalized in theological curricula. We are called to an 
expanded definition of theological education as theo-
logical formation begins at a very young age, and does 
not happen not only in schools and churches. Children 
should be seen at the centre both in church life as well as 
in programmes of Christian education and theological 
formation. As most theological education for children 
is still left to women, theological education institutions 
are called to support theologically-sound role models of 
both sexes today. The lack of properly trained Sunday 
School teachers is a very serious challenge for the future 
of all churches.

9.   New ways of doing theological education are needed 
that encourage a holistic approach in methodology 
involving the entire human being, openness to inter-
disciplinary work and moving beyond compartmental-
ization of theological disciplines. Theological educators 
should also aim for the integration of academic learn-
ing with spiritual growth and the development of pas-
toral identity, the development of gender sensitivity 
and inclusiveness towards marginalized groups, the 
contextualization of teaching resources and language of 
instruction and an interaction between lay theological 
education and ministerial formation.

10.   While the development in much of the 20th century 
was towards institutional centres of theological edu-
cation copying patterns of residential colleges of the 
West, new realities and challenges in the past decades 
have given emphasis to the strategic role of non-formal 
and non-residential forms of theological education 

and training for ordination which are often more via-
ble and affordable to churches. To develop a proper 
balance between formal and non-formal, residential 
and non-residential forms of theological education is 
one of the key tasks for many churches in the early 
decades of the 21st century.

11.   Reading and studying the Bible as the Word of God 
should form the basis and undisputed primary resource 
of any theological education. Immersing oneself into 
the rich treasures of its symbols, narratives, images and 
stories can serve as a common ground between differ-
ent Christian traditions and also as an inspiration for 
alternative ways of theological reflection beyond criti-
cal reasoning. For all Christian traditions in the 21st 
century there is the challenge to re-evaluate the role 
of the Holy Spirit in both illuminating the Scriptures 
and also in seeing God at work in the lives of people 
and in this world. Theological education needs to be 
inspired by a new hermeneutic of the work of the Holy 
Spirit.

12.   Both the ecumenical and the global dimensions need 
to be strengthened in theological education pro-
grammes so as to give sufficient attention and scope 
to burning issues of Christian unity and common wit-
ness in the rapidly changing landscape of world Chris-
tianity. The Gospel is a Public Truth and not a private 
matter, therefore theological education needs to equip 
people for reclaiming the public space for theology 
and for Christian witness by facing the burning issues 
of today’s society.

13.   Bridging the gap between theory and practice, between 
serious theological work and critical reflection or rea-
soning and pastoral competences, spiritual and min-
isterial formation should form an undisputed goal of 
theological education in all Christian denominations 
as all affirm the holistic nature of theological education 
to serve the mission and pastoral work of the church 
in today’s world. The spiritual life of the teacher often 
is the model which may influence students more than 
what is formally taught in the classroom. As the acad-
emy, college or university model of theological educa-
tion appeared late within the history of Christianity it 
can learn from and be complemented by other models 
of theological learning and teaching which have an 
even longer history (wisdom model of theologizing; 
discipleship model of learning theology; monasteries 
and worshipping communities as place of theological 
education). 
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14.   While all theologies have a contextual nature and there 
is no universality of any type of theology which can 
be imposed on others, there is a universal and com-
mon basis of all theological education in the Holy 
Scriptures and Christian tradition. Therefore a balance 
needs to be maintained between the need for common 
standards and common criteria in quality of theologi-
cal education and the need for contextualization of its 
curriculum and content.

15.   New spaces need to be created—both in physical and 
digital dimensions - for more interchange of resources 
for theological education, teaching staff and students, 
online-materials for theological education, curriculum 
models and courses between the continents and within 
regions. This will allow for more mutual benefit and 
strengthening of international partnerships in theo-
logical education. Text books for theological educa-
tion which are often outdated need re-editing with the 
help of persons assisting from other contexts. A world-
wide Online Network among theological educators of 
diverse theological traditions could help to enhance 
open and frank discussions, to nourish mutual under-
standing and to correct theological perceptions and 
prejudices over against other traditions.

16.   Theologies related to gender, children, minorities, 
refugees, marginalized people etc. often are not inte-
grated into the core of systematic theology or bibli-
cal studies. There needs to be a clear understanding 
of how catholicity and contextuality in theological 
studies are balanced with each other in the definition 
of what belongs to core, compulsory and additional 
and voluntary courses of theological studies. Voices of 
the marginalized and subaltern populations need to 
be heard and have equal participation in theological 
education. “Theological education in the presence of 
the other” is the key word for the future of theological 
education in the 21st century. 

17.   Churches should have more concern for the support 
and development of general Christian education both 
in universities and in private or public schools. The 
lack of basic Christian education which is spreading in 
many countries poses a serious challenge to the future 
of both the Christian presence in society as a whole 
and the future of theological education. Many people 
in secular universities in Asia, Africa and Latin Amer-
ica are open to the Gospel, but have few opportunities 
within these institutions to learn about Christianity. 

Many young people in urbanized and increasingly 
secularized regions do not have appropriate Sunday 
school education any more.

18.   Increasingly candidates from Pentecostal and emerging 
churches join ecumenical and denominational theo-
logical training to obtain their theological degrees. 
This creates new ecumenical spaces for the Christian 
churches. The plea was made to include at least one 
representative from Pentecostal churches in the deci-
sion making bodies of ecumenical or interdenomi-
national colleges to allow for mutually benefiting 
experiences. There is a need for strategic alliances with 
the Pentecostal and newly emerging churches in terms 
of ecumenical theological education without losing 
the theological, academic and contextual rigour.

19.   Churches wherever politically possible should engage 
with governments in order to secure the future of 
theological education in university settings. There is a 
move from denominational seminaries to studying in 
university faculties of religion. This means that many 
of the theological seminaries are at risk of closure or 
the dimension of ministerial formation has been weak-
ened. This also risks a disconnection from the inter-
national communions of various Christian traditions. 
Also inter-denominational theological seminaries have 
been closed or are threatened in some contexts. While 
the insights of “secular” education are of their own value 
to the theological enterprise and theological education 
should not be isolated from other realms of human 
knowledge, emphasis should be given to the need to 
bring theological perspectives to bear on the task of 
defining the distinctive goals and character of theolog-
ical education. Increasing tendencies of universities to 
integrate on theological education under Philosophy 
and Religion departments put pressure on churches to 
look for their denominational oriented training cen-
tres. In some cases denominational houses of studies 
within university contexts have proved a good alter-
native and complement. Ecumenical institutions find 
it hard to survive both due to the monitory expecta-
tions of the universities and also due to the increasing 
secularization of theological education in university 
contexts. While working under a lot of academic and 
financial pressure ecumenical theological colleges need 
to deliver the ministerial training expectations of the 
churches without losing their contextual emphasis. In 
this sense such ecumenical institutions of theological 
education need to be encouraged worldwide.
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20.   In much of Europe a general decrease of the number 
of students in theological education is evident, partly 
because the job market is constraining the usefulness 
of this type of education for future employment or also 
because church membership in dwindling as a whole. 
Churches need to rethink how the study of theology 
can be attractive for future generations and proper 
jobs for pastors, evangelists and missionaries can be 
maintained and financed. Churches might need also 
to think of a new kind of apologetics of Christian faith 
to be developed in facing highly secularized contexts. 
In European countries also the growing independence 
of the state in its role for funding, accreditation and 
general resourcing of theological education is a real-
ity with which some churches have to come to terms 
with.

21.   Across the diversities of the Church the need is felt for 
deep education and mentorship in spiritual as well as 
intellectual dimensions. The churches are called to pri-
oritize such spiritual competence both among educa-
tors and among their students of all ages, both within 
the traditional settings of seminaries, universities, and 
churches, and also throughout all the life contexts in 
which learning takes place. Enabling continued theo-
logical education for its ministers is a strategic task for 
all churches.

22.   There is also an urgent need to reconstruct the edu-
cational programme for theological educators. Who 
educates the theological educators? To whom are they 
accountable and how are they supported in their task? 
Theological educators need continued education, spir-
itual accompaniment and a reasonable time for new 
research and learning in their fields of competence so 
that they can grow in theological expertise and peda-
gogical skills as well as in spiritual mentorship.

23.   As stated in the global study report the issue of language 
remains a strategic issue for the future and accessibility 
of theological education. The lack of proper indigenous 
resources for theological learning and instruction leads 
to exclusion of vast sectors of world Christianity from 
advancement in theological competence and Christian 
leadership. The hidden cultural factors involved in a 
situation in which mainly English materials and texts 
are recognized, published and circulated internation-
ally need to be critically reflected.

24.   We also need new and authentic models of interna-
tional partnerships between institutions of theological 
education in the North and the South, East and West. 
As it is a known fact that most of the Christians are 
in the South and most of the educational resources 
are in the North it is not acceptable that those who 
are in control of the inequity should attempt to solve 
this crisis with “tokenism” by making unilateral deci-
sions about who comes and who does not, rather than 
giving up some of their privileges and developing 
models of mutual sharing and decision-making. The 
richest seminaries of this world, rather than becoming 
the “experts” on the communities of the South and 
importing select southern students to kneel at the altar 
of accredited education, should contribute to credible 
and authentic models of authentic partnership with 
theological colleges and faculties in the South. 

25.   Facing the rapidly growing needs for theological edu-
cation in the southern hemisphere a new global fund 
for promoting theological education in World Chris-
tianity should be considered as a visible expression of 
mutual solidarity between churches in order to con-
tinue the work which was started by the Theological 
Education Fund (TEF) in 1958.

26.   An international working group for theological educa-
tion should be considered - or explored to be estab-
lished as working group within IAMS - which would 
bring together representatives of all Christian con-
fessions beyond all present divides and which would 
serve as a continuation committee of this session of 
Edinburgh 2010 to explore common synergies and 
joint action in support of theological education for the 
mission of the Church.

27.   The integrity and authenticity of all the diverse streams 
of World Christianity in the 21st century can be main-
tained and deepened only if we move beyond a situ-
ation in which Christianity seems to flourish where 
theological education does not and vice versa, but 
where instead innovative forms of theological edu-
cation are emerging which are life-giving, renewing, 
participatory and relevant for the growing charismatic 
renewal movements in the South and for the renewing 
churches in the North.
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57. Global Study Report of the WCC on the 
Future of Theological Education in World 
Christianity 

Study Group Members, along with Convenors 
Namsoon Kang and Dietrich Werner.
Primary Author: Dietrich Werner, ETE/WCC, 
Bossey Ecumenical Institute

The World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh 2010 
reviewed the past hundred years of Christian mission which 
have passed since the first world missionary conference in 
Edinburgh 1910 (see: www.edinburgh2010.org). As part of 
the preparatory process, nine study theme groups were identi-
fied which worked through a longer process to produce com-
mon insights on future directions in world mission, Christian 
witness and interfaith dialogue. One of these nine groups was 
called together to review trends and developments in the area 
of ecumenical formation and theological education (group 6). 
The following 100 pages global study report on theological 
education was prepared under the leadership of WCC-ETE 
to guide a global reflection process on theological education 
all around the world. It was the first solid and comprehensive 
study document on theological education in the WCC since 
the world mission conference in Edinburgh 1910, published 
under the title: Challenges and Opportunities in Theological 
Education in the 21st century.

Study Questions 

1.   What are common core convictions in theological educa-
tion, its relation to the church, to church unity and to the 
world represented in the first part of the study document 
(Foundations and Clarifications)?

2.   What are the most important new challenges for theological 
education as expressed in the second major part of the study 
paper (Changing Contexts)

3.   What are key recommendations given for the future of theo-
logical education in the third part of this study document 
(affirmations and recommendations)?

Preface

The following summary study report was developed as 
part of the Edinburgh 2010 study process which brought 
together an international study group on theological 
education (group 6 of the 2010 mission study themes).1 

It included representatives from institutions of theo-
logical education from major churches represented in the 
Edinburgh 2001 process (Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 
Reformed, Lutheran, Methodist, Baptist, Pentecostal).2 
The group worked between November 2008 and August 
2009 to produce this extended version of a world study on 
theological education. The document is meant to stimulate 
debate and common reflection in different communities 
of theological educators and associations of theological 
schools, to serve as a guide to contemporary challenges 
and developments in the area of theological education and 
to be followed up both by participants of the Edinburgh 
2010 centenary conference, the World Conference of Asso-
ciations of Theological Schools and ecumenical partner 
organizations interested in theological education in the 
Southern hemisphere.3 A shortened version of this report 
will be included in the conference preparatory publication 
for the centenary conference in June 2010 in Edinburgh.4

1. See: “Edinburgh 2010 Study Process,” Edinburgh 2010 http://
www.edinburgh2010.org/en/study-themes.html.
2. Group members (corresponding and participating) included: 
Clare Amos (Anglican Communion Office), Steven Bevans 
(Catholic Theological Union, Chicago) Nico Botha (UNISA), 
Rob Brynjolfson (International Missionary Training Network of 
the World Evangelical Alliance), Daniel Chiquete (Pentecostal 
Church Mexico), Jose Duque (UBL Costa Rica/Columbia), 
David Esterline (McCormick Theological Seminary/Institute for 
Cross-Cultural Theological Training), Tharcisse Gatwa (Rwanda 
Christian Council of Churches/Butare Theological Seminary), Jet 
den Hollander (WARC), Afrie Songco Joye (Union Theological 
Seminary Philippines), Pantelis Kalaitzides (Volos Academy 
Greece), (Namsoon Kang (Brite Divinity School, Texas), Atola 
Longkumer (Leonard Theological College Central India), Joshva 
Raja (Queens Foundation), Israel Selvanayagam (UTC Bangalore, 
India), Randolph Tuner (CWM), Douwe Visser (WARC), Des 
van der Water (CWM), Dietrich Werner (ETE/WCC), Henry 
Wilson (FTE). Group Conveners were Dr Namsoon Kang and 
Dr Dietrich Werner. The final text was copy-edited by Murdoch 
MacKenzie, Argyll Scotland.
3. As readers will notice, the document can be studied in selective 
sections and also with different starting points: Those interested in 
historic backgrounds and key dimensions of theological education 
today can start with part I, those more interested in contemporary 
contexts and case studies can start with part II (chapter 12).
4. The shorter version of this report of some 22 pages and several 
background articles which have contributed to the formulation 
of this paper of the international study group on theological 
education can be viewed online. “Edinburgh 2010—International 
Study Group on Theological Education” World Council of 
Churches, http://www.oikoumene.org
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I) Foundations and Clarifications

1) Christianity as a  Religion Committed to Education—
Historical Review of the Missionary Impulse for Theological 
Education in Edinburgh 1910 and beyond
Christianity is about remembering in gratitude and celebrat-
ing in community God’s act in Jesus Christ in redeeming 
and renewing the whole of creation. From the inception of 
Christianity education has played a major role in enabling 
the tradition of the Christian faith to be remembered and 
celebrated. As Christianity emerged as a new faith within 
the Judeo-Palestinian tradition and had to survive amidst 
the Greco-Roman milieu, it embarked on appropriate 
education to ensure that its faithful were soundly rooted 
in their faith and prepared to defend it when challenged 
by adversaries. Early Christianity, being deeply rooted in 
Judeo-Palestine tradition, thus had an intrinsic commit-
ment to education from the very beginning.5 As early as 
the Gospel of St. Luke it is pointed out that Christians 
had a high sense of responsibility for passing on the “tradi-
tion of the Apostles” to the next generation. Likewise in 
the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 1, 1-2 and Acts 2, 42). From 
the very beginning Christianity was a learning and teach-
ing religion, as the sources of Christian faith were not just 
inner emotional feelings of the individual but a complex 
tradition transmitted in narratives, in hymns, in liturgy 
and later in creeds common to a majority of Christians at 
different places which could be memorized and had to 
be re-appropriated anew in each generation. It is very sig-
nificant in biblical tradition that Timothy for instance is 
exhorted “to continue in what you have learned and have 
firmly believed, knowing from whom you have learned 
it, and how from childhood you have known the sacred 
writings that are able to instruct you for salvation through 
faith in Jesus Christ”(2 Tim. 3,14-15).

The concern for education has been expressed in 
different forms and ways in the various denominational 
streams of Christianity:

•   For the Orthodox tradition the very early founding 
of the catechetical school of Alexandria in Egypt has 
marked and initiated a long history of deep commitment 
to education and promoting intellectual life within the 

5. This summary study report paper while not claiming to be a 
comprehensive academic essay on theological education applies 
the principle of selected (not comprehensive) references on other 
sources, major research articles and related websites, in order to 
allow the interested reader to trace more background information 
on certain themes and issues.: On the issue of the history of 
Christian education comp. Art.: Eckard Reichert, Education in 
the Early Church, ed. Don S. Browning Hans Dieter Betz, Bernd 
Janowski and Eberhard Jüngel, 4th ed., 13 vols., vol. IV, Religion 
Past & Present: Encyclopedia of Theology and Religion (Leiden; 
Boston: Brill, 2008).318-ff.

Christian church. There were different concepts about 
what relationship should exist between the specific realm 
of Christian knowledge and tradition and pagan phi-
losophy and general knowledge. But the decision in the 
West to see the study of the seven liberal arts as the 
best preparation (s) for higher studies in Christian theol-
ogy as well as the best way to protect the church against 
non-Christian polemics and attacks from outside can be 
seen as a firm commitment not to disassociate Chris-
tian education from general education and philosophical 
knowledge as a whole.

•   For the tradition of Luther’s Reformation it was even 
more striking to what extent his whole movement can 
be seen as a revolution in terms of educational princi-
ples, because his understanding of the church as a com-
munity with the priesthood of all believers made him 
a strong opponent of any elitist understanding both of 
ministry and education in general. Martin Luther was a 
pioneer in launching educational reforms and demand-
ing a better quality of schools and universities. As he 
believed that all members of the Christian congregation 
should understand their faith he developed the small cat-
echism for children and the large catechism for adults as 
means of proper Christian education. The subsequent 
attempts of Melanchthon to develop the “Volksschule” 
and later on John Amos Comenius (1592-1670) to pio-
neer an educational theory can all be seen as a result 
of the fundamental coalition between faith and critical 
reasoning or education which was very influential in the 
history of Protestantism and continues to be a mark of 
protestant churches up to the present.

•   For the tradition of Reformed Churches it is also char-
acteristic that the emphasis on theological education 
reaches back to roots in the Reformation well into the 
16th century. Since also the Swiss Reformers insisted on 
the preaching of true Christian doctrine, they had to 
make sure that people were trained for the ministry 
of the word. Preachers needed to be familiar with the 
content and meaning of the Gospel. To establish the 
truth in Geneva, Calvin set an example by interpreting 
himself, in sermons and lectures, almost all the books 
of the Bible. But he also took the initiative in 1559 to 
found the Geneva Academy, a school to train pastors—
to minister not only in Geneva but in other places as 
well. The Académie soon developed into an important 
centre of Reformed theology. It is interesting to note 
that Calvin promoted the idea of a special ministry of 
‘teachers’ (doctors). In his eyes four ministries are essen-
tial for the life and mission of the Church—the pasteurs, 
the anciens, the diacres and the docteurs. The function of 
the docteurs is to study and to interpret the Bible and 
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Christian doctrine. While the pastors are involved in 
all kinds of daily duties, they should be free to devote 
their time entirely to study and teaching. In Reformed 
theology, especially in the period of Reformed ortho-
doxy, the value of the ministry of docteur was strongly 
affirmed. (Lukas Vischer)

•   Also for the Roman Catholic tradition there is a 
strong component in terms of teaching and education, 
which is rooted in the role of monasteries and reli-
gious orders for deepening and broadening education 
and research— a tradition without which the enormous 
influence of a tradition like the Jesuits, the Dominicans 
or also some of the congregations of women, like the 
Ursulines (very active in education and research) would 
not have been possible.

•   Both Pietism in the 18th century as well as Movements 
of Awakening in the 19th century to a large extent can 
also be understood as renewal movements for the educa-
tion of the masses, of marginalized groups, of neglected 
children (remember Franckes Schools for Children 
in Halle). Conversion to Christ, improvement of the 
social conditions and the education of humankind and 
human intellect always were seen as working hand in 
hand in these movements. It is important to mention 
this precious heritage because it is the spirit of pietism 
and awakening which has coined broad sections of prot-
estant missionary movements outside Europe in the 18th 
and 19th century thereby planting the zeal and com-
mitment for education also in many countries and 
churches in the South. Protestant missionary move-
ments in most cases can be characterized as triangle 
movements which brought together an evangelizing 
or church-planting dimension (building and sustaining 
churches and congregations), an educational dimension 
(founding schools, colleges and later universities) and a 
healing dimension (founding hospitals and later primary 
health care movements and services) in their holistic 
understanding of mission work.

Seen from a historic perspective the commitment 
to education therefore is not a prerogative of Western 
Christianity or a late discovery within the missionary 
movement of the 19th century, though the missionary 
movement contributed to the spread of theological educa-
tion tremendously. The concern for Christian education 
and more specifically for theological education (rather it) 
is an essential feature and inner vocation of Christian faith 
from its early beginnings.6 It is therefore not surprising that 

6. For an excellent survey on the historical developments of 
Christian education see: Robert W. Pazmiño, Foundational Issues 
in Christian Education: An Introduction in Evangelical Perspective, 
3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2008).

the world mission conference in Edinburgh 1910, which 
can be seen as the culmination of the missionary spirit of 
western Christendom in the 19th century,7 was marked by 
a strong commitment to Christian education. This can be 
seen a) in the interest for a proper policy for general educa-
tion of the people (at that time often called “moral educa-
tion”), b) in a major concern for common approaches in 
higher theological education of the missionaries in particular 
and (c) a specific concern for the theological training of 
indigenous church leaders in vernacular languages:

a) It certainly was the still unchallenged assumption in 
Edinburgh 1910 that countries in the East and the South 
had to gradually adapt and be upgraded to the systems of 
civilization, Christianization and education which were 
developed in the “Christian West” in the context of colo-
nialization (comp. the two different messages which were 
issued, one to the “Christian nations”, and one to the non-
Christian nations).

It is interesting however that people present in Edin-
burgh 1910 had a sense already of the very ambivalent 
character of Christianization working hand in hand with 
modernization and westernization. There were voices warn-
ing of a one-sided and purely technical way of transmitting 
and exporting western achievements and standards to other 
countries of the world. It was against the dominant tech-
nological and culturally destructive side of westernization 
that participants of Edinburgh 1910 hoped for a counter 
movement consisting of what they called “moral education 
of the people of the South”. By moral education refer-
ence was made to the religious and spiritual education of 
the masses in the South which only by education could be 
safeguarded against the negative side-effects of the encoun-
ter with western modernization and technological revolu-
tion. Inspired by the tradition of liberal theology and an 

7. In Brian Stanley, The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh 
1910, Studies in the History of Christian Missions (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2009).it is reminded that 
1910 began being planned as “The Third Ecumenical Missionary 
Conference” and much of its findings continued what was in the 
air already during the earlier conferences. In the area of theological 
education it is worth mentioning that already the first “Centenary 
Conference on the Protestant Missions of the World”, in London, 
June 1888 devoted a section to ‘The Place of Education in 
Missionary Work’. Stanley comments that the 1910 Commission 
III in many respects “simply confirmed the existing direction 
in which Protestant missionary education had been moving for 
quite some time” (199). It should also be noted that the Student 
Christian Movement, which paved the way for 1910 in many ways, 
was closely related to the international Sunday School Movement 
in which the concern for interdenominational forms of Christian 
education was articulated as well at an early stage (then continued 
in the World Council for Christian Education until its integration 
into WCC in 1971.
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understanding of gradual progress as an inherit dynamic in 
all the world’s developments there was a tremendous hope 
that religious education could play a crucial role (for) in 
counterbalancing the negative side-effects of western mod-
ernization in countries of the South.8 “One of the striking 
phenomena of the present hour is the worldwide recogni-
tion of the necessity of the moral, if not the religious, ele-
ment in education—a recognition by no means confined 
to Christian nations, but found also among the Hindus 
of India, the Confucianists in China, and the statesmen 
and educators in Japan trained in the precepts of Bush-
ido…With due recognition of the many elements of truth 
and value in the non-Christian systems of religion and eth-
ics, we should nevertheless be faithless…if we did not at 
this time reaffirm our conviction that the education of the 
world demands for its highest and best developments of 
those elements of truth which are the peculiar contribution 
of Christianity to the world’s thought and life.”9 Or also: 
“The impact of western civilization upon the peoples 
of Africa, with the disintegrating and often demoralizing 
influences that seem to accompany it, imposes on Chris-
tian nations, who have accepted responsibilities in relation 
to the native races, a binding obligation to provide a new, 
moral and religious foundation for social life in place of the 
old sanctions which have been destroyed.”10

The ideological framework of valuing the relevance 
and importance of general Christian education certainly 
was the concept of a Christendom mission, with all of the 
inherited paternalistic attitudes, assumptions of cultural 
superiority and un-critical self-affirmation of the Christian 
West, which marked the outgoing 19th century missionary 
spirit.

8. As a note on the terminology used it should be stated here that 
this paper is aware of the difficulties in referring to “the North” or 
“the South” as the realities of churches in the “two thirds world” 
or “majority world” which cannot be described any more in purely 
geographical terms. Lifestyles and patterns of church life shaped 
by the realities of marginalized and poor populations can be 
found both in the geographical South as well as in geographical 
North. Social realities of affluent and consumerist lifestyles can be 
found also in the centre of the Southern hemisphere. The paper, 
though, is avoiding the terms “global North” and “global South” 
as these suggest a connotation with the globalization project which 
is colonial and/or neocolonial in its political presuppositions. 
The simple terms “North” and/or “South” therefore refer to the 
realities of different forms Christianity predominantly (but not 
exclusively) in the Northern and in the Southern hemisphere.
9. Edinburgh World Mission Conference 1910, (Edinburgh 
1910 Full Conference Report) Education in Relation to the 
Christianization of National Life, Report of Commission III, 
London 1910, 368.
10. Edinburgh World Mission Conference 1910, Education in 
Relation to the Christianization of National Life, Report of 
Commission III, London 1910, 379.

b) But Edinburgh 1910 also dealt with theologi-
cal or missionary education in a more specific sense 
arising out of serious needs to re-consider methods, places 
and principles of the theological preparation of missionar-
ies. Commission V in the Edinburgh 1910 world mission 
conference had to deal with questions of the “preparations 
of the missionaries”. Until Edinburgh 1910 the majority 
of missionaries were trained at seminary level, and only in 
exceptional cases (like the Danish- Hallesche Mission in 
the 18th Century) missionaries were they also trained at 
an academic level. In reviewing existing mission seminar-
ies and facilities for training, Edinburgh 1910 came to the 
conclusion that the education of missionaries needed to be 
drastically improved in terms of both a) language studies, 
b) history of religions and sociology of mission territories 
and c) in general principles of missionary work. Interde-
nominational cooperation of mission agencies for common 
training programmes for missionaries was seen as the prior-
ity for the future in Edinburgh 1910. Missionary training 
programmes were recommended to be upgraded academi-
cally to post-graduate levels and to take place mainly 
in “central missionary colleges” (not as before just in 
regional denominational mission seminaries) which were 
to be foreseen in places like Shanghai, Madras, Calcutta, 
Beirut and Cairo and should be open to missionaries of all 
Christian denominations.

These plans were visionary and revolutionary in their 
understanding of Christian education and theological edu-
cation in particular. Without using the terminology yet this 
can be seen as the hour of birth for a new concern

•   for theological education of missionaries outside the tra-
ditional centres of the West,

•   for a globally coordinated policy and development of 
theological education in the South,

•   for centralized and interdenominational key institutions 
of theological education in the churches of the South,

•   for theological education on an advanced academic level.

c) It is thirdly remarkable to realize that Edinburgh 
1910—in taking up demands from the earlier world mis-
sion conferences—made a strong plea for missionary educa-
tion to focus on the development of indigenous leadership 
in the Younger Churches: “The Report of commission III 
concluded: “We wish to lay it down that we believe that 
the primary purpose to be served by the educational work 
of missionaries is that of training of the native Church to 
bear its own proper witness. And inasmuch as the only way 
in which the native Church can bear its own proper wit-
ness, and move forward to the position of independence 
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and self-government in which it ought to stand, is through 
native leaders, teachers and officers, we believe that the 
most important of all ends which missionary education 
ought to set itself to serve, is that of training those who are 
to be spiritual leaders and teachers of their own.”11 In the 
same chapter one of the far-sighted and provocative recom-
mendations of Edinburgh 1910, which still pertains and 
has relevance today, refers to the urgent need to develop 
models and materials of theological education beyond the 
colonial languages:

“In the work of training the native Christian Churches, 
and in particular those who are to be leaders of the 
Churches, the greatest possible care will have to be 
taken to avoid the risk of denationalizing those who 
are being trained. In particular, we desire to lay the 
greatest emphasis on the importance of giving religious 
teaching, not only of the elementary kind, but as far as 
possible throughout all levels, in the vernacular. We feel 
certain that those of our witnesses are right to believe 
that religion can only really be acclimatized in the heart 
of the natives of any country if it finds expression in 
their native language—the language of their homes.”12

Although terms like “indigenization” or “contextual-
ization” were not yet used Edinburgh 1910 paved the way 
for the later agenda for contextualized and ecumenical per-
spectives in theological education. The concern for theo-
logical education in indigenous languages, which remains a 
crucial issue still today, was clearly foreshadowed and began 
to loom large, although the reality was that it would fall 
behind for decades. Edinburgh 1910 thus launched a con-
cern for advanced, indigenous and interdenominational 
forms of theological education long before the established 
churches in the West were ready to consider this paradigm 
change in their own theological training programmes.

It was in missionary situations “on the field” that 
the up-and-coming new needs and challenges for protes-
tant theological education13 first became evident and were 
explicitly acknowledged.

11. Edinburgh World Mission Conference 1910, Education in 
Relation to the Christianization of National Life, Report of 
Commission III, London 1910, 371-ff.; David A Kerr and Kenneth 
R Ross, eds., Edinburgh 2010: Mission Then and Now (Pasadena: 
William Carey International University Press, 2009). 85ff.
12. Edinburgh World Mission Conference 1910, Education in 
Relation to the Christianization of National Life, Report of 
Commission III, London 1910, p. 373.
13. This paper is aware of the fact that the history of orthodox 
theological education and Roman Catholic theological education 
which by far precedes protestant theological education would need 
a solid survey on its own which cannot be fully developed here. A 
comprehensive world history of theological education still needs to 
be written.

It is an unprecedented development that the past hun-
dred years of missionary work have given birth to a new 
spectrum of some 3000-4000 theological schools which 
probably (no exact counting available until now) exist in 
global Christianity today. The International Directory of 
Theological Schools (1997)14 lists some 2600 theologi-
cal colleges and schools around the world and some 50 
regional associations of theological schools. While most 
of the established theological faculties in Western Europe 
were founded between the 14th and 17th century (Prague 
1348; Heidelberg 1386; Oxford 1423; Cambridge 
King’s College 1441; Wittenberg 1502; Marburg 1527; 
Geneva 1559; Edinburgh 1582; Heidelberg 1583; Erlan-
gen 1743; New York 1784; Pittsburgh 1794; Princeton 
1918; Hussite Faculty Prague 1919)15 it is due to the early 
commitment of the missionary movement for theologi-
cal education that in the second half of the 19th century 
and early 20th century a number of important pioneering 
institutions of theological colleges, particularly a certain 
number of United Theological Colleges were founded in 
the countries of the South:

In Asia the very first theological college is Serampore 
College which was founded in 1818 by the English mis-
sionaries William Carey, Joshua Marshman and William 
Ward known as the Serampore Trio. Their aim was to 
give an education in arts and sciences to students of every 
“caste, colour or country” and to train people for ministry 
in the growing church in India. King Frederick VI of Den-
mark originally granted a Royal Charter giving Serampore 
College the status of a university to confer degrees in 
arts and theology. The Royal Charter of Incorporation 
was issued on February 23, 1827, in Copenhagen, Den-
mark (Charter, 1, Charter, 2, Charter, 3) in response to 
Joshua Marshman’s visit to King Frederick in August 1826. 
With the later establishment of the University of Calcutta 
in 1857 the arts, science and commerce parts of Serampore 
College were affiliated to the University of Calcutta. How-
ever, Serampore College still today continues to enjoy 
the privilege of conferring its own degrees in theology 
under the power vested by the Charter and Act of Serampore 
College which were confirmed by the Bengal Government 
Act IV of 1918. William Carey, Joshua Marshman and 
John Clark Marshman (Joshua’s son) were designated as 
members of the first council. At its opening, the Serampore 
Trio released a prospectus which proposed “A College for the 
instruction of Asiatic Christian and other Youth in Eastern 

14. Alec Gilmore, ed. An International Directory of Theological 
Colleges (London Geneva: SCM Press; WCC/ETE Publications, 
1997). Another list which includes also Bible Schools from Fuller 
Theological Seminary includes some 6000 theological schools.
15. Art. Theologische Fakultäten, EKL Bd. 4, Göttingen 1996, 
856-ff.
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Literature and European Science.” The college was open to 
all people of any caste or creed, and the founders ensured 
that no denominational test would apply to faculty mem-
bers. The status accorded by the Danish charter has 
since been reaffirmed for the study of theology and now 
forms the basis for degrees of all levels conferred by many 
theological colleges throughout India and is administered 
by the Senate of Serampore College. Today more than 50 
theological colleges and seminaries all over India including 
Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are affiliated to the Senate 
of Serampore College (University).

One of the oldest of these affiliated theological col-
leges is the United Theological College in Bangalore which 
was inaugurated in July 1910—at that time under the 
name „The United Theological College of South India 
and Ceylon“ and presented as a “Christian College where 
students may obtain a sound theological education” (until 
now offered there in the English language). It was estab-
lished through the co-operation of the London Mission-
ary Society, the Wesleyan Methodist Missionary Society, 
the United Free Church of Scotland, the Arcot Mission of 
the Reformed Church in America and the Trustees of the 
Jaffna College Funds and the SPCK in Scotland in this 
ecumenical institution. (Only in 1969 followed the first 
theological college in India to train theological students 
in one of the native languages: Tamilnadu Theological 
College Madurai, which was formed 1969 by the joining 
together of its two forerunners teaching in Tamil namely 
Tirumariyur and the Lutheran College.

In Chung Chi College in Hong Kong, the traditions 
of theological education from the mainland churches and 
thirteen Christian colleges of Mainland China have been 
preserved and developed. The historical roots of the Divin-
ity School of Chung Chi College go back as far as 
1864 when the Training School of Canton Presby-
terian Mission was established at Fati, Guangdong. In 
1914, this School joined with the Anglican Church and 
the Methodist Church to form Canton Union Theological 
College. During the War, this College had, at various times, 
affiliated with the University of Central China and with 
Lingnam University. After the War, the Anglican Church, 
Wei Li Kung Hui, and Christian Mission to Buddhists 
joined together to establish Hong Kong Union Theological 
College. The Church of Christ in China and the Chinese 
Methodist Church supported Trinity Theological Col-
lege in Singapore. Chung Chi College had been having 
religious education and theological training as part of 
the academic programme since 1957. Before joining The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong in 1963, the theological 
training was separately provided by Chung Chi Theologi-
cal Seminary, with the Hong Kong Theological Institute 

of the Church of Christ in China as the nucleus. Dr Chi 
Tung YUNG, the head of Chung Chi College, was the first 
President of the Chung Chi Theological Seminary.

Also one of the oldest institutions in theological edu-
cation in Asia is Tainan Theological College and Seminary 
which was established in 1876 by Dr Thomas Barclay, only 
eleven years after the first British Presbyterian missionar-
ies and Fukienese evangelists arrived in Taiwan. It is also 
the oldest theological school on the island. For most of 
its history it was small but highly regarded. After World 
War II the faculty and student body grew and the school 
developed an international reputation in undergraduate 
and graduate theological education. When Dr Shoki Coe 
was appointed president in 1949 contextuality became 
a central concern. The institution continues to promote 
research into indigenous forms of theological reflection and 
creative explorations of Taiwanese and Asian expressions of 
worship and music.

Trinity Theological College in Singapore was opened 
only in October 1948, at No. 7 Mount Sophia, as a union 
institution sponsored by the Methodist, Anglican and 
Presbyterian churches. Remarkably enough the idea for 
such an institution developed out of conversations among 
church leaders interned in Changi Prison during the Sec-
ond World War who felt the need to establish an institu-
tion to train pastors and church workers.

Jakarta Theological Seminary is the oldest seminary in 
Indonesia and was founded in 1934 to provide to the 
needs of local pastors and to prepare the independence of 
local churches which at that time still were really depend-
ing on pastors sent from the Netherlands.

In the Philippines, Union Theological Seminary is the 
oldest ecumenical theological seminary, founded in 1907 
after mergers between Presbyterians’ Ellinwood Bible 
School and Methodist’ Florence Nicholson Seminary, 
later joined also by United Brethren Church, Disciples of 
Christ and Congregationalists. Its alumni played a signifi-
cant role both in the eventual birth of the United Church 
of Christ in the Philippines (1948), in the leadership of 
Christian Conference of Asia (established in 1957) and the 
National Council of Churches in the Philippines (1963) 
and later the foundation of Philippine Christian University 
(1976)—thereby posing a prominent example for the fruit-
ful interaction between ecumenical theological education 
and the strengthening of ecumenical institutions in Asia.

In Africa one of the first and prominent institutions of 
theological education is St Paul’s United Theological College, 
now St. Paul’s University in Nairobi which is now a reg-
istered University in Kenya. The history of St Paul’s goes 
back to 1903 when it opened its doors as a Church Mis-
sions Institution, training Anglicans for ordained ministry, 
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particularly intended to teach newly freed slaves.16 Later, 
in 1955, the Presbyterian Church of East Africa, the Meth-
odist Church of Kenya, Reformed Church of East Africa 
and the National Council of Churches of Kenya joined 
at different times to establish an ecumenical partnership 
thereby forming St. Paul’s United Theological College in 
Limuru, Kenya on the Kenya Highlands near Nairobi. The 
college is currently the only ecumenical seminary in East 
Africa and trains students from Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, 
Rwanda, Madagascar, Zambia and Malawi. St. Paul’s UT 
College has made an exceptional impact on the African 
Independent Churches by training their pastors in theol-
ogy since 1955.

In South Africa the history of Stellenbosch University 
was beginning with the establishment of the Theological 
Seminary of the Dutch Reformed Church in 1859, to be 
followed by the establishment of a Gymnasium in 1874 
which in 1887 was transformed into the Victoria College 
of Stellenbosch and 1918 into the University of Stellen-
bosch which at that time opened its doors for some 500 
students and 39 lecturers. The sad part of this development 
has been that the institution at that time was exclusively 
for white South Africans, notably long before the political 
system of apartheid emerged in 1948. The University of 
Stellenbosch has since then grown into the internationally 
recognized institution of excellence it is today with more 
than 24 000 students, 800 lecturers and some 50 research 
and service bodies, but only after 1994 gradually also black 
students and lecturers were admitted.

In 1912 the Umphumulo Lutheran Theological Semi-
nary (LTS) was founded by the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church of South Africa in Kwa Zuklu Natal which later 
was consolidated with the Lutheran House of Studies in 
Pietermaritzburg (Luthos) in January 2003 in consti-
tuting Lutheran Theological Institute. Today the LTS 
does not only accommodate ELCSA and UELCSA theol-
ogy students from South Africa but also international post-
graduate students from the rest of Africa, from Europe, 
Asia and the Americas.

In the Middle East there also is a long history of theo-
logical education which began even before 1910 and has 
led to the creation of the NEST in Beirut: The Near East 
School of Theology, was officially formed in 1932 by the 
merger of the School for Religious Workers in Beirut and 
the School of Religion in Athens, but it is built upon a 
history of evangelical theological education in the Near 
East which goes back to 1835. In that year, Rev. William 

16. Emily Onyango, ed. For God and Humanity: 100 Years of St. 
Paul’s United Theological College (Eldoret, Kenya: Zapf Chancery, 
2003). See also “ St. Paul’s University Limuru Homepage” http://
www.stpaulslimuru.ac.ke/.

Thompson, later the author of “The Land and the Book” 
founded in Beirut the first Protestant Seminary in the 
area. In 1843 the Seminary moved to Abey, in the moun-
tain not far south of Beirut, under the leadership of Dr 
Cornelius Van Dyck, translator of the Bible into Arabic. 
It offered classes in both theology and general educa-
tion. Out of the Abey Seminary grew, in 1866, the Syr-
ian Protestant College, now the American University of 
Beirut. With the founding of that College, it was decided 
that the seminary pursue only theological studies, while 
the College be responsible for general studies. The Semi-
nary had several locations in the subsequent years and, 
in 1905, moved back to Beirut. In 1912, under Principal 
F. E. Hoskins, Colton Hall was constructed on a piece 
of land near the centre of the city and became the home 
of the N.E.S.T. until 1971 when it moved to its present 
premises in Ras Beirut. In 1930, missionaries in the Near 
East, seeking to strengthen theological education in the 
area, proposed to unite the theological institutions in Ath-
ens and Beirut. In the spring of that year (1930), after a 
period of negotiations between the Syria Mission (Presby-
terian) and the Near East Mission (Congregational), an 
agreement was reached for the two schools to merge and 
form the new Near East School of Theology in Beirut.

In Egypt protestant theological education started 
with Presbyterian missionaries who began work in Egypt 
around 1855 and sailed up the Nile in houseboats to reach 
the areas of El Minya and Assiut, where they had the most 
success and where the houseboats served as first seminary 
space before other facilities were available. The first class of 
theological students graduated in 1863 and since that time 
the seminary has been graduating leaders for Egypt and the 
Arab world. The main building of the current seminary 
was constructed in 1926 when it moved from Asyuit to 
Cairo.

In the Caribbean there is the fascinating story of 
Codrington Theological College in Barbados, built on land 
donated to the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel 
by Christopher Codrington III, who had been Governor 
of the Leeward Islands. Codrington’s will requested that a 
college should be established for the teaching of medicine, 
surgery and divinity. Initially this was carried out through 
the establishment of a grammar (secondary) school in 
1745 largely teaching sons of the local gentry. However in 
1830 this changed into a tertiary college mainly training 
candidates for Anglican ordination. Codrington Theologi-
cal College is therefore one of the first theological colleges 
in the Anglican Communion, certainly pre-dating any 
theological college established in England. From 1875 
it was affiliated with the University of Durham, and the 
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College was able to offer Durham degrees in theology (and 
classics). Following the establishment of the University of 
the West Indies in 1955 Codrington Theological College 
affiliated to the university in 1965 and now its undergradu-
ate degrees are normally validated by the University of the 
West Indies.

In Latin America one of the oldest institutions of prot-
estant theological education is ISEDET in Buenos Aires 
which began in 1889. Five years earlier the Waldensian 
Church and the Methodist Church started to cooper-
ate in the indigenous theological training of their pastors 
in Uruguay which then was transferred to Buenos Aires. 
Shortly afterwards the Disciples of Christ, the Presbyte-
rian Church, and the Reformed Churches of Argentina 
joined in this reformed theological college, which in 1955 
received a Lutheran theological faculty responsible for the 
training of the Lutheran pastors of the IERP. In 1969 this 
was merged with the existing reformed faculty thereby 
forming the Institute for Superior Theological Studies 
(Spanish: Instituto Superior Evangélico de Estudios Teo-
lógicos, ISEDET).

While these institutions in the early 20th century 
were some of the few positive exceptions it was realized 
very soon in the International Missionary Council (IMC) 
that theological education of pastors as well as general 
theological education of lay people and church workers 
was one of the most urgent priorities and neglected tasks 
necessary for promoting the self-hood of churches in the 
South. Therefore the IMC during the Tambaram Confer-
ence (1938) “drew attention to the shocking neglect of 
ministerial training in the ‘younger churches’ which were 
now the growing counterparts of the missions”. There was 
the realization that previous IMC conferences had given 
scant attention to the development of theological educa-
tion.17 One of the key recommendations to emerge from 
Tambaram was the call for the development of theological 
education in vernacular languages rather than in English—
an echo of an earlier plea from Edinburgh 1910.

For Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, the former General Sec-
retary of IMC and Bishop of the Church of South India, 
the development of theological education in local/indig-
enous languages and utilizing the local resources/models 
for the sake of addressing to the local ministerial needs 
and missionary challenges, languages was one of the most 
strategic and fundamental tasks for the training of indig-
enous leadership and church ministers, because to develop 
an Indian theology needs theological training in an Indian 
tongue.18

17.  J.E. Lesslie Newbigin, “Theological Education in a World 
Perspective,” Churchman 93, no. 2 (1979): 105.
18. Lesslie Newbigin, Theological Education in World Perspective, 
reprinted in the Jubilee Issue of MF, Vol. 110, April 2008, p. 18ff; 

The intervention of the Second World War delayed 
the IMC from developing and implementing the Tam-
baram recommendations on theological education. This 
was to some extent rectified at the IMC Accra Conference 
(1958) when the Theological Education Fund (TEF) was 
launched, supported by a number of American and British 
mission agencies and a major grant from the Rockefeller 
Foundation.19 It was particularly Charles Ranson, the for-
mer British Methodist Indian missionary and later General 
Secretary of the IMC, who had developed a strong convic-
tion that it would be essential for the future of the younger 
churches to train indigenous persons for ministries and 
teaching positions. He was the one who initiated the first 
important study on the situation of theological education 
in churches of the South which then was received by the 
Ghana Assembly of IMC in 1958. The Ghana Assembly 
created the so-called TEF as a major global fund to pro-
mote theological excellency (at this time still understood 
in terms of promoting Western standards) and to develop 
creative indigenous leadership in the churches of the South. 
The three decisive marks of TEF’s concern for theological 
education in the South were specified as

•   Quality combining intellectual rigor, spiritual maturity 
and commitment

•   authenticity involving critical encounter with each cul-
tural context in the design, purpose and shape of theo-
logical education

•   creativity, understood as promoting new approaches of 
the churches obedience in mission.

In its three Mandate periods TEF has promoted dif-
ferent goals all related to the major aim of an indigenous 
or contextualized theological education in the churches of 
the South. While in its first period TEF was falling short 
of the aim to follow the recommendations of Tambaram to 
focus on theological education in indigenous languages and 
restricted support to English medium theological institu-
tions, it later reviewed its policies and asked explicitly for 
contextualization of theological education both in terms of 
content and languages used for instruction:

for the whole issue of languages in theological education comp.: 
Mark Laing, Recovering Missional Ecclesiology in Theological 
Education, IRM Vol. 388, April 2009, 11ff.
19. Charles W. Ranson, “The Theological Education Fund,” 
International Review of Mission 47, no. 4 (1958), Christine 
Lienemann-Perrin, Training for a Relevant Ministry: A Study of the 
Contribution of the Theological Education Fund (Madras & Geneva: 
Christian Literature Society & Programme on Theological 
Education, WCC, 1981).
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Major emphases during its three mandated periods 
were as follows:

•   Mandate period 1958-1965: emphasis on indigenous 
and interdenominational places and institutions for 
theological education in the South

•   Mandate period 1965-1970: emphasis on new cur-
ricula developments for the churches of the South and 
new teaching materials written by leading theologians 
from the South

•   Mandate period 1970 to1977: critique over against west-
ern concepts of theological education and major calls for 
contextualization of both forms of ministry and forms 
of theological education in the South.

The programme on Theological Education (PTE 
since 1977, ETE since 1992) in the World Council of 
Churches has continued to fulfill the Mandate of the TEF 
in the following decades (particularly with the journal 
on Ministerial Formation and several important regional 
and global consultations) though it can be stated, that 
“the tasks for which PTE has been set up have neither 
been fully accomplished nor made irrelevant by changing 
circumstances.”20

In conclusion of this necessarily brief historical survey 
it can be stated:

•   that the concern for the promotion of theological educa-
tion has been and should remain to be a priority area of 
joint witness and cooperation within the global mission-
ary movement. Since Edinburgh 1910 some remarkable 
progress has been achieved in terms of strengthening 
and building up institutions of theological education 
in the Southern hemisphere. At the same time the task 
for providing accessible and contextually relevant forms 
of theological education for each part of the world-
wide fellowship of Christian churches is far from being 
accomplished. On the contrary, at the beginning of 21st 

century we are facing a new urgency and increasing 
demand to cope with the huge challenges, crisis symp-
toms and fundamental changes of theological educa-
tion which are caused by the dramatic changes in the 
landscape of world Christianity (see later chap 12) and 
demand for a new coalition of the all to work for the 
required paradigm changes.

•   that the missionary movement of the 19th and 20th 
century while initiating and demanding (for) several 

20. J. S. Pobee and World Council of Churches, Towards Viable 
Theological Education: Ecumenical Imperative, Catalyst of Renewal 
(Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997). 159.

indigenous models of theological education in its begin-
nings has predominantly globalized a western pattern, 
methodology and framework of theological education 
which only gradually (and partially) became challenged 
and critically enlarged (or replaced) by contextualized 
patterns of theological education after the 70s and 80s 
in the last century;

•   that the protestant missionary movement indirectly 
(but primarily) promoted English language and English 
forms of teaching and learning as the new dominant 
educational model (replacing Latin as the lingua franca 
of the Middle Ages and Roman Catholic Christianity) 
and in much of World Christianity the need to cultur-
ally and linguistically diversify teaching programmes 
and theological textbooks for theological education for 
non-western cultures still has not yet been dealt with 
sufficiently.

•   despite all efforts on contextualization some theological 
seminaries in the regions of the South, especially those 
who are using English as a medium of instruction, in 
the post- independent era have become a kind of elite 
institutions producing local leaders for management of 
church structures and church institutions maintaining 
the *status quo*, instead of continuing to create mission 
impulses in the community and benefiting the whole of 
the people of God in a specific context. In most cases the 
curriculum models they follow are still the ones from 
their respective mission institutions introduced to them 
by western missions. Where the theological seminaries 
are located in the urban areas, one of the problems in 
addition today is that the ministerial candidates become 
urbanized (in the matter of their three or four years of 
their stay and study) with subsequent consequences and 
difficulties for relocating them in rural areas. Thus in sev-
eral region of the South, new patterns of broad-based 
theological education, especially to prepare evangelists, 
catechists, lay preachers etc. who will cater to the needs of 
the village congregations and give missionary leadership 
in rural areas, are both needed and being implemented.

2) Theological Education and Ministerial Formation—
Clarification of Terms
A number of key convictions have emerged in the past 
decades of dialogue on theological education in the global 
Christian family which corresponds to key terms used in 
this paper. We offer the following definitions, bearing in 
mind that many terms have overlapping meanings or con-
notations and that their use varies between different eccle-
sial and cultural contexts.
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•   There is widespread consensus that every member of 
the people of God has the right to understand Chris-
tian faith and tradition in their fullness and should have 
access to basic education, faith nurture, and empower-
ment for mission. Therefore Christian education in most 
Christian traditions is known as a general umbrella term 
which refers to all kinds of educational endeavours and 
institutions trying to contribute to processes by which 
individuals and groups are nurtured and sustained in 
their being or becoming Christian. “Christian educa-
tion” in North American usage refers to lay education 
for children and adults, but not to formal seminary or 
university programmes. The area of Christian education 
includes everything from family-based religious educa-
tion to church-owned kindergarten and from Sunday 
School programmes to religious education in schools. 
This paper does not attempt to deal with general Chris-
tian education, though we are certainly aware of its scope 
and significance.

•   There is also a common conviction that there is no con-
tradiction between immersing oneself into the mystery 
and personal reality of Christian faith and deepening a 
critical reflection on its meaning, its foundations, and 
inner rationality. Theological education is another broad 
term, including in its meaning the reflection on Chris-
tian faith and praxis (fides quaerens intellectum). In 
some contexts (like North America) the term “theolog-
ical education” is used almost exclusively for ministerial 
formation, often referring to graduate level degree pro-
grammes designed to prepare people for ministry of one 
form or another. Theological education in a broader 
understanding (as in the discourse of PTE/ETE/WCC), 
however, is not the prerogative only for those becoming 
ordained ministers and priests but a fundamental right 
of each Christian adult. Theological education in this 
broad understanding aims at developing reflective Chris-
tian identity and practice, an informed and spiritually 
enriched access to Biblical tradition, and empowering 
people for participating in the mission of God in this 
world. It enables people to reflect critically on the rela-
tion between their own Christian identity, their church 
tradition and other Christian traditions, their relation to 
the world, and the tasks of God’s mission today.

•   All churches need to prepare some of their members 
for ordered forms of ministry, whether this is full-time 
ordained ministry or part-time ministry, for an ordained 
sacramental ministry or for educational ministry as lay 
catechists. The term ministerial formation (in some con-
texts used identically with theological education) as a 
more narrow notion therefore refers to graduate level 

degree programmes and institutions which on a more 
formal basis offer courses and training programmes for 
different kinds of ordained or non-ordained church 
ministries in mission, in community and parish life, in 
diaconal services or in education. It aims at fully equip-
ping people theologically, liturgically, pastorally and cat-
echetically to cope with the demands of a professional 
form of a church-related ministry. Ministerial formation 
however does not need to take place exclusively within 
residential patterns and some churches have courses 
on regional ministerial formation programmes which 
work on non-residential, part-time and de-centralized 
patterns.

•   Many churches have special lay formation programmes 
which focus on theological training for lay people, 
thus making explicitly clear that theology can never 
be regarded as the prerequisite or exclusive property 
of ordained ministers alone. The term lay formation 
defines theological education in terms of a particular 
target group, but there is some overlapping between the 
general term theological education and the special term 
(theological) lay formation.

•   Many churches have also realized that theological educa-
tion in residential schools and centralized institutions is 
not viable as the only dominant model of theological 
education in their context. Therefore the term theologi-
cal education by extension (TEE) has become a common 
key term which refers to new forms of alternative lay 
theological training programmes which are not based in 
a residential school, but would allow for a high degree of 
involvement in the local context while at the same time 
studying theology in evening classes, regional working 
groups and distant learning courses in order to be 
equipped for the ongoing mission and social minis-
tries of the church.

It has become clear in the global debate that all these 
forms and dimensions of theological education are closely 
interrelated. A church cannot invest exclusively in ministe-
rial formation without at the same time looking into lay 
formation as well. It cannot invest only in regional TEE- 
programmes for lay people without at the same time also 
equipping those who should become leaders and enablers 
of training courses for these regional and local catechists 
and lay preachers. Where do churches set their priorities? 
In what do churches invest in their diverse theological 
education programmes and why do they invest where? To 
what extent does a sense of ownership and support exist on 
the side of the churches for their institutions of theologi-
cal education? And to what extent are existing institutions 
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of theological education reflecting interdenominational 
perspectives and the concerns of the global ecumenical 
movement? How are curricular concepts taking account of 
burning issues from the ongoing global ecumenical move-
ment? These are some of the critical questions which 
arise when considering different understandings, con-
cepts and terms at work within the dialogue on the future 
of theological education.

Some churches or Christian World Communions 
have explicit and major reference documents on how they 
define and set priorities for theological education (such as 
the Roman Catholic Church,21 the Anglican Church in 
its “Signposts for Theological Education”22 or in the 
important study-guide “Presence and Prophecy”23 To 
some extent there are also major documents on theo-
logical education emanating from the LWF24 and there 
is a remarkable foundational document on theological 
education in the United Methodist Churches which is 
called: “Foundation Document—A Wesleyan Vision for 
Theological Education and Leadership Formation for the 
21st century”25 In other churches there doesn’t seem to be a 
common reference document available at all on the under-
standing, major goals and missionary or interdenomina-
tional perspectives of theological education.

21. Part II of the Ecumenical Directory, issued in 1970 by the 
Vatican Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, is devoted 
entirely to the issues of ecumenism in higher education and offers 
special guidelines for introducing the ecumenical dimension into 
programmes of religious and theological education. 
22. For more information consult the following “Theological 
Education - TEAC - Ministry Grids” Anglican Communion Office. 
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/teac/
grids/index.cfm; “Theological Education - TEAC—Rationale,” 
Anglican Communion Office. http://www.anglicancommunion.
org/ministry/theological/teac/rationale.cfm; “Theological 
Education - Signposts,” Anglican Communion Office. http://www.
anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/signposts/english.
cfm; “Formation for Ministry: Documents” Church of England. 
http://www.cofe.anglican.org/lifeevents/ministry/ffm/documents/
index.html
23. Church of England. Mission Theological Advisory Group. and 
Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, Presence and Prophecy: 
A Heart for Mission in Theological Education (London: Churches 
Together in Britain and Ireland, 2002).
24. Paul E. Hoffman, Lutheran World Federation. Dept. of 
Theology., and Lutheran Theological College (Makumira 
Tanzania), Theological Education in Today’s Africa; the Theological 
Faculty Conference for Africa Sponsored by the Dept. Of Theology 
of the Lutheran World Federation at Lutheran Theological College 
Makumira, Tanzania, July 15-22, 1969 (Geneva,: Lutheran 
World Federation, 1969).; Global Lutheran World Federation 
Consultation on Theological Education, meeting in Rome, Italy 
from 23 to 27 August, 1999.
25. Foundation Document A Wesleyan Vision For Theological 
Education and Leadership—Formation For the 21st Century 
Revised Draft, July 2003.

This study is aware of the fact that there is an inti-
mate relation between the way theological education (in 
its broadest understanding) is shaped or structured and the 
historical and political contexts which inform and influ-
ence various types of Christianity within the changing 
landscape of World Christianity today.

Edward Farley has made an important distinction 
between four different historical types of TE:26 

1)   the “life wisdom” or “habitus” model of TE (realized as 
the most early model of theological education existing 
in the monastic movement)

2)   the “scientific” model of TE in which theology is per-
ceived as science (emerging already in the early philo-
sophical schools in Alexandria and then later developed 
in the Middle Ages)

3)   the “university” model of TE, where theology becomes 
the work of theological faculties (which often were the 
first faculties around which universities grew and often 
- until well back in the 14th or 15th century—were 
regarded as the “crown of science”)

4)   the “professional” training model, in which TE is con-
cerned with the inner ecclesial needs of the Christian 
community in terms of ministerial formation

Today most TE is organized according to five different 
types and different institutional environments:

1)   Non-residential, extension types of church-based theo-
logical education in Bible Schools, Catechetical Courses 
and regional de-centralized training programmes

2)   Residential types of church-based, academic theologi-
cal education and ministerial formation programmes in 
theological seminaries or theological colleges of denom-
inational or inter- denominational background

3)   Academic models of theological education in theo-
logical faculties or Divinity Schools which are part 
of publicly funded, secular universities (TE in terms 
of curriculum and teaching staffing still church-related)

4)   Academic models of theological education in theo-
logical faculties or Divinity Schools which are part of 
privately funded Christian Universities

5)   Academic models of theological education in Depart-
ments of the Study of Religions which are part of pub-
licly funded State Universities (TE independent from 
church-related and church- controlled influences)

26. Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of 
Theological Education (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983).
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While it is probably true to say that the majority of 
TE institutions in churches of the South today are reflect-
ing type 1, 2 and in some countries 3 of this scheme while 
the majority of TE institutions in Europe and partly North 
America traditionally is shaped according to type 3 and 5, 
the picture becomes more complex by realizing that there 
is a growing number of Christian Universities in Africa and 
Asia (many of which from evangelical or Roman Catholic 
backgrounds) which favor models of TE according to type 
4 and also there is a growing trend in some African coun-
tries to move towards type 5.27

Questions like:

a)   what types of TE will be most appropriate for a given 
context? Or

b)   what structural environments are most favorable and 
desirable for the enhancement of Christian mission in 
the 21st century?

are one of the most urgent issues to be dealt with by 
ecumenical bodies and missionary networks engaged in the 
Edinburgh 2010 process. (This issue will be taken up again 
later on in II. 1. and III. 1.).

Any form of theological education has to deal with 
the question of how to balance and to relate to each other 
the different basic forms of theology in its own working 
processes and curriculum developments, which reflect the 
different and equally legitimate fundamental needs for 
theological reflection within the Christian church, namely

•   “wisdom theology” (consisting of proverbs; religious 
narratives; symbols, gestures and commonly-used reli-
gious expressions) which is sometimes also called “peo-
ple’s theology” as it reflects the daily faith experience of 
people at the grassroots;

•   “priestly theology” or “pastoral theology” as criti-
cal reflection on the practice of church and ministry 
(consisting of pastoral and ecclesial knowledge, skills 
and regulations which inspire different forms of Chris-
tian ministries; theological education as ministerial 
formation);

•   “prophetic or public theology” (consisting of a critical 
reflection on Christian witness and service in society 
and public witness of denouncing or announcing key 
values in society which are in consonance or dissonance 

27. Joel Carpenter, New Evangelical Universities: Cogs in a World 
System of Players in a New Game?, in: ed. Ogbu Kalu and Alaine 
M. Low, Interpreting Contemporary Christianity: Global Processes 
and Local Identities (Studies in the History of Christian Missions) 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2008). 
151.

with the Kingdom of God, with human dignity, justice, 
peace and the integrity of creation);

•   and “theology as theoria” or critical dialogue between 
theology and other disciplines of science (consisting 
of cognitive attempts to formulate the inner logic and 
nature of Christian self-identity and the Christian belief 
system, defending and reformulating Christian truth 
in the area of knowledge and science today and/or to 
express Christian identity and learning in the context of 
interfaith issues).

Each of these four dimensions have a legitimate role to 
play in theological education, each of them has academic 
and scientific value and theological education should not 
fall prey to any reductionism in downplaying any one of 
them.

3) Theological Education Empowering and Informing 
Christian Mission—Biblical and Missiological Insights
There is a widespread consensus nowadays that theological 
education does not only have Christian mission as one of 
its primary objects and elements of the theological curricu-
lum, but theological education itself is part of the holistic 
mission of the Christian church and therefore is mission-
ary in its character. There is plenty of material, reference 
texts and major studies from recent years affirming the 
missionary nature of theological education and the need 
of theological education to be more orientated towards 
the missionary tasks of the whole Christian Church.28 To 
put it in a phrase expressed by the last global conference 

28. Church of England. Mission Theological Advisory Group. 
and Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, Presence and 
Prophecy; Bernhard Ott, Beyond Fragmentation: Integrating Mission 
and Theological Education; a Critical Assessment of Some Recent 
Developments in Evangelical Theological Education, Regnum Studies 
in Mission. (Oxford: Regnum Books International, 2001).; Max 
L. Stackhouse, Apologia: Contextualization, Globalization, and 
Mission in Theological Education (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 
1988).; J Keum, “International Review of Mission Vol. 98 No. 
388, April 2009: Theological Education in Mission,” International 
Review of Mission 98, no. 1 (2009); Tormod Engelsviken, Mission 
to the World: Communicating the Gospel in the 21st Century: 
Essays in Honour of Knud Jorgensen (England: Regnum Books 
Ltd, 2008). 391; Robert J. Banks, Reenvisioning Theological 
Education: Exploring a Missional Alternative to Current Models 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub.,1999); “Mission 
Studies as Intercultural Theology and Its Relationship to Religious 
Studies,” Reference Paper of the German Association for Mission 
Studies (2005); Dokumentation der von der Arbeitsgemeinschaft 
Missionarische Dienste (AMD) und der EKD veranstalteten 
Konsultation zum Thema: Die Ausbildung der Pfarrerinnen und 
Pfarrer angesichts der missionarischen Herausforderung der Kirche 
vom 18.-20 Oktober 2002 in Halle, in: epd- Dokumentation Nr. 
14, Frankfurt a. M. 2003.
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on theological education enabled by WCC/ETE in Oslo 
1996:

“There is consensus among us on the holistic charac-
ter of theological education and ministerial formation, 
which is grounded in worship, and combines and inter-
relates spirituality, academic excellence, mission and 
evangelism, justice and peace, pastoral sensitivity and 
competence, and the formation of character. For it brings 
together education of:

the ear to hear God’s word and the cry of God’s people;
the heart to heed and respond to the suffering;
the tongue to speak to both the weary and the arrogant;
the hands to work with the lowly;
the mind to reflect on the good news of the gospel;
the will to respond to God’s call;
the spirit to wait on God in prayer, to struggle and 
wrestle with God, to be silent in penitence and humil-
ity and to intercede for the church and the world;
the body to be the temple of the Holy Spirit”29

Missiology, however, was marginalized for a long time 
within the concept of theological education and the under-
standing of theology as a discipline. It has been argued that 
much of Western theological formation was shaped his-
torically in a situation when Christendom in Europe did 
not feel or realized the need for Christian mission because 
its self-knowledge was limited only to itself and was very 
insular and isolated from other parts of the world. Such 
a condition resulted in an ecclesiology which did not 
know much about missiology, and a theological educa-
tion programme which did not have a missiological per-
spective. “A missionless church saw no necessity for the 
inclusion of missiology in the theological curriculum”.30 
The Protestant missionary movement exported this reduc-
tionist understanding of theology and made a pattern of 
theological education normative worldwide which usually 
would consist of only four disciplines: The study of theol-
ogy as an academic discipline was pursued as a) biblical 
text, b) church history, c) systematic theology and d) prac-
tical theology. Only Schleiermacher appended missiology 
to practical theology. Thus missiology was incorporated into 
a pre-existent curriculum, without making the missionary 
perspective the overarching dimension of theological edu-
cation as a whole. Thus, quite early on, David Bosch had 
lamented in an essay from 1982: “If mission was studied at 
all, it was usually as part of practical theology, as if it were 

29. Pobee and Churches, Towards Viable Theological Education. 1.
30. Mark Laing, “Recovering Missional Ecclesiology in 
Theological Education,” International Review of Mission 388, no. 
98 (2009).

largely a matter of technique or practical application; or 
it was offered as a totally separate subject, as if it had 
little to do with the other ‘streams’, or it was an optional 
subject, competing with preaching, pastoral counseling, or 
liturgics for the learners attention,”31 though there were 
cases already at some places in which mission enjoyed a 
more prominent attention though within a different disci-
pline (for instance in New College in Edinburgh an excel-
lent course on ‘Missions’ was taught Prof Alex Cheyne 
already in 1963 within the Church History lectures).

The rediscovery of the missionary nature of the church 
in both the conciliar ecumenical movement in the 60s, 
the evangelical renewal of the Lausanne movement in the 
70s and the post-Vatican II encyclicals on the missionary 
nature of the church have had a profound impact on rede-
fining the missionary task and perspectives of theological 
education.32 Many have confirmed David Bosch’s proposal 
from 1982, that missiology needs to be both dimensional 
(that is integrated into, and in close dialogue with Biblical 
studies, church history, systematic theology, and practical 
theology) and intentional in terms of maintaining a criti-
cal distance from the other disciplines, bringing its own 
distinctive perspectives to bear on the theological task.33 
Some Latin American theologians meeting early in the 
1960s even went further asking for “a drastic revision of 
the curriculum of theological institutions patterned after 
the Anglo-Saxon system” allowing it to be shaped by a 
“rediscovery of the missionary nature of the church.”34

While there is a variety in interpretation on how to 
understand this “missionary nature of the church” many 
voices stress an emphasis on a reign of God-centred 
understanding of Christian mission which for theological 
education would lead to more openness to interdisciplin-
ary dialogue. Some, though not all, Asian voices emphasize 
also overcoming a too narrow church- centred concept of a 
missionary understanding in theological education:

“Mission is not saving and nurturing souls for the 
world of spirits as many have traditionally thought, 
but mending creation, which includes transforming 

31. David Bosch, “Theological Education in Missionary 
Perspective,” Missiology: An International Review Pasadena, Cal. 
10, no. 1 (1982), 17-19; Micah McCoy, “Restoring Mission to 
the Heart of Theological Education a South African Perspective,” 
WCC (2005).
32. Church of England, Mission Theological Advisory Group, and 
Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, Presence and Prophecy.
33. McCoy, “Restoring Mission to the Heart of Theological 
Education a South African Perspective.”
34. Paul Everett Pierson et al., Missiological Education for the 
Twenty-First Century: The Book, the Circle, and the Sandals: Essays 
in Honour of Paul E. Pierson, American Society of Missiology 
Series No. 23 (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1996).108.
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lives and reconciling communities. The mission is 
God’s and we are called to participate in it in con-
tinuation of the life of the ‘People of God’ with an 
acute awareness of living in the midst of the ‘Peoples of 
God’. Theological education and ministerial training 
is meant for equipping all ‘God’s People’ to engage 
in mission in their concrete context. It is a local act 
with global vision. The primary purpose of theological 
education and ministerial training is not the creating of 
standard shepherds for tending the sheep, but leading 
the sheep to fight with the ‘beasts’ that dominate and 
destroy God’s world. Then, picking up the necessary 
skills with a view to perform with ‘decency and order’ 
the rituals set by particular denominations, and com-
forting and counseling the people almost as a supple-
ment to a health care service, becomes secondary in 
the training of a candidate for ministry. Her training 
should be geared to make her creative, imaginative and 
communicative in God’s mission with and through 
members of their congregations under their care, with 
a global outlook and local engagement in their living 
and working contexts.”35

In summarizing a broad and multifaceted debate on 
mission and theological education from recent years, today 
it can be affirmed among many other factor:

•   that theological education as a whole participates in the 
task of equipping people for participating in God’s mis-
sion in today’s world;

•   that all theological education is contextual in its nature 
and no particular context (or special western inheri-
tance) should continue to exercise any dominant influ-
ence over the church and theological education in other 
parts of the world;

•   that a missionary ecclesiology demands a central place 
for the teaching of a broad-based concept of missiology, 
intercultural theology and ecumenics (or world Christi-
anity) in theological seminaries and faculties;

•   that students and theological teachers should be encour-
aged to have certain periods of exposure to different 
social and political realities in other parts of the World 
Church in order to be introduced to key questions relat-
ing to the mission of the Church today.36

35. Selvanayagam, Israel, “Theological Education and 
Participation in Global Mission” http://www.oikoumene.org.
36. Simon Oxley, “Theological Education as Mission,” in Mission 
in Theological Education Conference (International Baptist 
Theological Seminary, Prague: World Council of Churches 
(WCC), 2005); Neufeld Verlag Schwarzenfeld, Germany.

4) Theological Education and the Church in Partnership—a 
Relationship of Service, Ownership and Critical Distance
There are a number of important studies in different parts 
of World Christianity on the relation between theologi-
cal education and the church. CEVAA recently published 
major study papers on the issue “La tension entre la rigueur 
académique et la fidélité ecclésiale dans les différents con-
textes de l’enseignement théologique au Nord et au Sud.”37 

The EKD Churches in Germany have issued a major 
study on “The Relevance of academic theology for church, 
university and society.”38 The Association of Theological 
Schools in the United States and Canada (ATS) with its 
Commission on Accreditation has published a major study 
on “Theological Schools and the Church.”39 The Anglican 
Church in England in 2003 produced a major study on 
the relation between theological education and the needs 
for varied forms of ministries within the church, the 
Hind-Report.40

Although the rich debate on the relation between 
theological education and the church cannot be completely 
represented here, the following main points can be sum-
marized as common key convictions which might prove 
helpful for the way ahead:

a)   There is no fundamental contradiction between the 
principles of academic learning or intellectual discipline 
on the one hand and a church-related faith commit-
ment on the other, although sometimes there can be 
tension between the two. It is the task of theological 
education to strengthen the commitment to Christian 
faith and to develop a proper understanding and prac-
tice of it, which can include liberating Christian faith 
from narrow-minded and wrongly informed concepts 
and/or unbiblical practices;

b)   Therefore, secondly, theological education has a critical 
and liberating role and function over against the exist-
ing church; referring both to Biblical tradition as well as 
Church tradition theological education can remind the 
existing churches of its proper tasks and key mandates;

37. La tension entre la rigueur académique et la fidélité ecclésiale 
dans les différents contextes de l’enseignement théologique au 
Nord et au Sud, (see: http://www.cevaa.org/).
38. Die Bedeutung der wissenschaftlichen Theologie für 
Kirche, Hochschule und Gesellschaft Dokumentation der XIV. 
Konsultation “Kirchenleitung und wissenschaftliche Theologie“, 
EKD-Texte 90, 2007.
39. “Theological Schools and the Church,” Theological Education 
44, no. 1 (2008).
40. “The Formation for Ministry within a Learning Church (The 
Hind Report),” Church of England. http://cofe.anglican.org/
lifeevents/ministry/workofmindiv/tetc/safwp/index.html/, April 
2003.
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c)   But the church also has a critical and alerting function 
over against theological education and forms of cultural 
captivity and blindness in which theological education 
might find itself due to its particular environment and 
internal value systems and/or external career pressures. 
There are serious complaints from some senior schol-
ars that the theological academia in the West has pro-
foundly lost its world-wide and ecumenical perspective 
and missionary impact and is not sufficiently cognizant 
of emerging shifts in World Christianity today.41

d)   Theological education therefore needs both close con-
tacts with the existing realities of church life, involve-
ment and close touch with the challenges of mission, 
ministry and life witness of churches today, but also 
some critical distance and a certain degree of autonomy 
from the daily pressures of church work and/or from 
the direct governing processes and vested interests of 
church institutions;

e)   Theological institutions and churches have con-
stantly faced the challenge of meeting each other’s 
expectations. On the one hand theological institutions 
expect churches to send the most qualified seminarians. 
Primary qualifications include dedication, academic 
competence and good character. On the other hand, 
churches expect theological institutions to produce 
dynamic preachers with wholesome values who have 

41. Andrew Walls from the Edinburgh Centre for the Study of 
Non-Western Christianity has argued in a major lecture that the 
situation of university-based theological academy in the West is 
deplorable: “And here again, an aged Western academic is forced 
to admit with sorrow that the Western theological academy is not 
yet equipped to give theological leadership to the world of the 
21st century. For one thing, it is profoundly ignorant about the 
church of the 21st century and the processes by which it has come 
into being. It has been largely isolated from those processes by its 
concerns with its own traditions and the problems of the West. 
Its syllabuses and curricula are tied to a selection of topics that 
come out of the experience of the West. What passes in the West 
for church history gives usually a much skewed view of global 
Christianity. When the Western academy studies what it calls the 
Early Church, it usually means the Church in the Roman Empire, 
so it gives the early history of African and Asian Christianity no 
proper weight. As for the modern history of Africa, or for that 
matter Asia, that’s completely it. That vast amount of research 
that has been completed over the past forty years still remains in 
unpublished dissertations or forgotten journal articles, not yet 
synthesized or followed up. I’ve been in despair to see tired old 
subtopics emerge time and again as PhD projects dressed up in 
fancy language with fashionable theory, but the same old topics 
nonetheless, when there’s so much exciting new work to be done 
by people prepared to break new ground, learn new languages, 
develop new skills.” Andrew Walls, “Address by Professor Andrew 
Walls of Edinburgh on Christian Scholarship in a Global Church 
in Nairobi,” Institute for the Study of African Realities (ISAR) 
(2007).6.

both administrative and managerial as well as spiritual 
strengths and pastoral counseling skills. A creative ten-
sion here exists in many contexts. Theological institu-
tions and churches need to be faithful to fulfill their 
vision and mission. At the same time they need to equip 
seminarians and pastors to develop the necessary skills 
for competence in leadership. One of the key questions 
which is hotly debated and controversially interpreted 
today is the issue of standards and criteria applicable for 
selection processes which are acceptable to the churches, 
either before entering theological studies or after having 
finished theological training, in terms of finding the 
best candidates both for studies and for ministry. To 
what extent are criteria and procedures of selection in 
accordance with the core goals of theological education 
and ministerial formation? To what extent are selec-
tion processes reflecting a broad-based understanding 
of various types of ministries within the church or is one 
type of (academically shaped full-time ministry) setting 
the tone for selection processes as a whole? In what ways 
are criteria of ministerial vocation, academic excellence, 
spiritual background, character formation and profes-
sional skills balanced with each other in any selection 
process and how are these processes adequately related 
to the biographical situation of candidates, or alterna-
tively simply dominated by market demands?

f )   Churches should regard the support for theologi-
cal education (both with regard to lower degrees as 
well as higher degrees at Master level) as one of their 
most important priority mandates and obligations. A 
church without proper and qualified theological educa-
tion systems tends to diminish itself or ends in Chris-
tian religious fundamentalism. A church with properly 
developed theological education qualifies itself for 
greater degrees of interaction and outreach to the dif-
ferent levels and challenges in its society as well as to 
a deeper commitment to holistic Christian mission. 
Churches should have a clear sense of ownership of 
their institutions of theological education without fall-
ing into the trap of dominating or curbing them.

g)   In situations where accountability, transparency and 
patterns of governance in Church leadership are low, 
questions regularly arise such as: What went wrong 
with the theological education which all Church lead-
ers received, when later in responsible church positions 
they fall prey to corruption, misuse of ministerial power 
and violation of any standards of proper responsibil-
ity and accountability in church ministry? While not 
all failures in the performance of later church leader-
ship positions can be attributed to earlier failures or 
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shortcomings in theological education it is still a valid 
question to explore how more emphasis can be given 
to character and spiritual formation, good governance 
and management principles and a code of conduct or a 
basic ethics of integrity for Church leadership in theo-
logical education curricula. This report is convinced 
that character and spiritual formation, preparation for 
good governance, proper management principles and a 
code of conduct for church leadership should become 
a key factor to be put forward in curriculum develop-
ment in order to reach a radical transformation in the 
formation of the leadership of the church and the ecu-
menical movement. A major need and area of frequent 
neglect in many churches of the Southern hemisphere 
also is more commitment and involvement for in-service 
training modules for pastors and church-workers who 
have finished their first degrees in theological education 
already but need continued accompaniment and educa-
tion within the demanding situation of local or regional 
church ministries.

To conclude this chapter a basic conviction on the 
partnership relation between churches and theological 
education is well summarized in a study paper from Lukas 
Vischer from the WARC:

“In many schools, theology is expected simply to con-
firm and to defend the teaching and the positions held 
by the church. Other schools consider theological 
research and thinking as an exercise which is to be car-
ried out in complete independence from the church. 
Thus, theology is exposed to two temptations. Either 
it confirms and solidifies the status quo and moves in 
narrow circles, or it develops theological insights with-
out regard of the communion of the Church. Freedom 
and responsibility towards the communion of Christ’s 
Church must be brought into a constructive relation-
ship. The relationship must not be allowed to develop 
into an either-or. Freedom is to serve the communion 
of the Church.

In the first place, the vocation of theological 
reflection is to lift up Biblical truth. By doing so it is 
bound to challenge the status quo and point beyond 
the church in its present form. Theology is called to 
address issues which have so far not been clarified by 
the Church. Theological schools just confirming the 
status quo fail to live up to their vocation. In order 
to fulfill their vocation, theological schools, need to be 
free to develop their research, their thinking and their 
teaching.

At the same time, the other side needs to be stressed. 
Theological reflection always takes place within the 

communion of the Church. Theology seeks to interpret 
the faith confessed by the Church. It has its roots in the 
praise and prayers offered by the Church. Both teach-
ers and students are members of the Church. They are 
called to serve a community, not the abstract vision of a 
Church not yet existing, but an actual community with 
its strengths and weaknesses. As members of this com-
munity they are also servants of the Church universal 
in all places.”42

5) Theological Education and Different Understandings 
of the Bible—the Importance of Biblical Hermeneutics in 
Theological Education
There is widespread debate today on different cultural ways 
of reading and understanding the Bible.43 The missionary 
work of nearly 2000 years has provided the groundwork 
for these cultural readings of the Bible by making Bible 
translations available for a majority of languages around 
the world—a work which is still going on and which can-
not be overestimated in its missiological and hermeneutical 
relevance. The availability of Bible translations in different 
vernacular languages however does not necessarily mean 
that the ways of reading and interpreting the Bible have 
changed and become directly related to the methodologies 
applied in theological education. There is an international 
debate regarding intercultural dialogue and hermeneutics 
concerning the interpretation of Biblical tradition. It has 
become obvious for many that socio-cultural populations 
which have been marginalized, suppressed and ignored for 
centuries in the past in their contexts, like Dalit Christians 
in India, Native Americans in Canada and the US, the 
Indigenes or Afro- Brazilian Christians in Latin America, 
The Black-led- Churches in Britain or The Aborigines in 
Australia have their own approach to reading the Biblical 
tradition and that new attempts of Biblical commentaries 

42. Vischer, Lukas. “A Reflection on the Role of Theological 
Schools” WCC, http://www.oikoumene.org .
43. See among others: Werner Kahl, “Intercultural 
Hermeneutics—Contextual Exegesis,” in International 
Review of Mission (2000); ———, “Jesus Als Lebensretter : 
Westafrikanische Bibelinterpretationen Und Ihre Relevanz Für 
Die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft” (Habilitation - Johann 
Wolfgang Goethe-Universität, Frankfurt, 2004, Lang,, 2007).; 
David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology, 1st 
paperback ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979).; ———, 
Proving Doctrine: The Uses of Scripture in Modern Theology 
(Harrisburg, Pa.: Trinity Press International,1999).; ———, 
Imagining Redemption, 1st ed. (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2005); Mary N. Getui, Samuel Tinyiko Maluleke, 
and Justin S. Ukpong, Interpreting the New Testament in Africa, 
African Christianity Series (Nairobi, Kenya: Acton Publishers, 
2001).; JC Loba-Mkole, “Rise of Intercultural Biblical Exegesis 
in Africa,” HTS Theological Studies/Theologies Studies 64, no. 3 
(2008).
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from their frame of reference are being produced.44 There 
have been major new developments with regard to reading 
Biblical tradition from the perspective of Liberation theol-
ogy and different contextual theologies in Christianity of 
the Southern hemisphere.45 However, western styles of Bib-
lical interpretation in theological education dominate in 
major parts of theological education in the South.

At the same time, theological controversies in many 
churches around issues like homosexuality, the ordina-
tion of women, or the understanding of creation which 
have given rise to tensions within denominational families 
as well as between them (for instance the Anglican World 
Communion) are often closely intertwined with different 
hermeneutical approaches and different ways of under-
standing and interpreting biblical tradition. There are 
several cases in history where organizational splits in insti-
tutions of theological education have taken place within 
denominational families over differences in understanding 
the authority and interpretation of the Bible ( see the splits 
which occurred in the history of Princeton Theological 
Seminary and Westminster Theological Seminary in the 
United States in the 1920s). Some theological educators 
have even identified the controversy regarding the Bible, 
its authority and interpretation, as the issue that will most 
likely cause division and discord in the decades to come.

Theological education as a whole often seems to act as 
a sort of prism through which intensely refracts the issues 
that the church as a whole needs to address. Specifically 
theological education, in its content and its methodology, 
has the mandate to engage with the important tension 
between the contextual dimension of Christian faith and 
witness and the received tradition of the Church, between 
contextuality and catholicity of theological education. 
While this holds true for all of theological education this 
tension between the contextual and the traditional seems 
to be particularly apparent in relation to the Bible and the 
discipline of Biblical theology—both how the Bible is stud-
ied and how it is used in the wider life of the Church. Ulti-
mately any serious engagement with theological education 
is forced ‘back to the Bible’—and conversely attitudes to 
the Bible influence other dimensions of theological educa-
tion, both in their content and their methodology. This is 
why in a number of the controversies that many churches 
today are facing e.g. questions of sexuality, Christian atti-
tudes to other religions etc., the key matter for discus-
sion underneath such ‘presenting issues’ is the attitude to 

44. See for example: T. K. John and James Massey, Dalit Bible 
Commentary. New Testament, 10 vols. (New Delhi: Centre for 
Dalit/Subaltern Studies, 2007).
45. Gerald O. West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of 
Reading the Bible in the South African Context, 2nd, Rev. ed., The 
Bible & Liberation Series (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1995).

biblical authority and the nature of biblical hermeneutics. 
This is part of the background why in the Anglican Com-
munion a promising new project was started in 2008 with 
the title “The Bible in the Life of the Church”46 which aims 
at clarifying the question: “What do we mean when we say 
that we are a Church that lives under Scripture?”

Differences in Biblical hermeneutics today are con-
tributing to some of the root causes for ongoing splits 
within denominations and within World Christianity and 
between some seminaries and institutions of theological 
education in mainline protestant seminaries, evangelical 
and Pentecostal seminaries. It should be mentioned how-
ever, that these tensions are not just between some denomi-
national traditions, but much of these reoccur within some 
World Christian families (like Anglican Church, Baptist 
Churches, Orthodox Churches, Pentecostal Churches).

The last 40 years have seen a revolution in Biblical 
studies, with traditional historical-critical methods being 
challenged by techniques of reading the Bible which claim 
to draw on the insights of ‘reader response criticism’ and/
or ‘experiential Bible study’. In some circles and contexts 
these recently popularized methodologies have been called 
into service to invalidate critical study of the Bible—
although that would not necessarily have been the aim of 
those who originally developed these techniques. Ideally 
Biblical study needs to take seriously ‘the world of the text’, 
‘the world behind the text’ and ‘the world in front of the 
text’ and enable all three ‘worlds’ to continue a dialogue 
with each other. Yet this dialogue seems to be quite dif-
ficult to sustain, and in most cases one ‘world’ seems to 
predominate.47

The emergence of the Pentecostal movement in the 
20th century can well be regarded as a “broad- based re-
lecture of Biblical tradition” which moves beyond patterns 
of inherited scriptural interpretation by the established 
churches and strives towards a popular re-appropriation of 
Biblical tradition which is meaningful and liberating for 
the marginalized masses of impoverished or suppressed 
populations. Pentecostal hermeneutics of Biblical tradi-
tion focuses on experiential reading rather than academic 
interpretation; Spirit-centred belief rather than analytical 
scrutiny of Biblical tradition; collective appropriation on 
Biblical tradition rather than individualistic interpretation; 

46. “The Bible in the Life of the Church” Anglican Communion 
Office, http://www.anglicancommunion.org/communion/acc/
meetings/acc14/reports/pdf/bible_project.pdf; Lillian Kwon, 
“Anglicans to Re-Evaluate How They Interpret Scripture,” 
Christian Today, May 12 2009. http://www.christiantoday.com/
article/anglicans.to.reevaluate.how.they.interpret.scripture/23334.
htm
47. Marcus J. Borg, Reading the Bible Again for the First Time: 
Taking the Bible Seriously but Not Literally, 1st ed. ([San Francisco]: 
Harper San Francisco, 2001).
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immediateness of the Biblical world to modern times 
rather than remoteness of the Biblical world (of spirits, 
wonders and healings) over against the frame of reference 
for modern life today. While the Reformation principle 
that there is a difference between the literal word of Biblical 
tradition and the Spirit of God and central hermeneuti-
cal significance of Jesus Christ as the centre of Scripture 
can still serve as a critical principle over against a rigid and 
unbiblical literalism, the Pentecostal hermeneutics of a 
spirit-led interpretation of Scripture has an important rel-
evance and liberating function in the context of academic 
interpretation of Biblical tradition today and can contrib-
ute substantially to a holistic and multifaceted hermeneu-
tical approach to the Bible in contemporary theological 
education.

It belongs to the key convictions of this study paper

a)   that the different hermeneutical approaches to Biblical 
tradition (historic-sociological, charismatic, feminist, 
Asian contextual and African contextual approaches) 
do need each other and can complement each other 
in the journey towards a holistic and comprehensive 
understanding and interpretation of Biblical tradition 
in theological education today; 

b)   that common theological education is possible even with 
some divergence and variety in the understanding of 
Biblical tradition and the applied Biblical hermeneu-
tics, provided that there is an open and attentive mutual 
dialogue on different approaches to issues of Biblical 
hermeneutics within the curriculum of theological edu-
cation (or between different schools); 

c)   there should be much more input in theological edu-
cation (particularly Biblical theology) on the different 
concepts of Biblical hermeneutics today; 

d)   there is much more in common between theological 
education institutions in the ecumenical, evangeli-
cal and Pentecostal world than is often realized in the 
actual processes and curricula of theological education; 
the potential for better and more open cooperation is a 
Biblical imperative and has many promises for mutually 
enriching and strengthening theological education as a 
whole.

6) Theological Education and the Unity of the Church—
Interdenominational Cooperation and Ecumenical Learning 
in Theological Education
There are at least three major expectations in respect of 
theological education which can be found in different 
degrees in most of the institutions of theological education 
and their governing boards:

a)   theological education should strengthen and reinforce 
denominational identity of future pastors and church 
workers, so that they know to which church they belong 
and work for (theological education as denominational 
initiation);

b)   theological education should introduce students to 
the wider horizons of the worldwide church in order 
to give a sense of belonging also to the ecumenical fel-
lowship of churches (theological education as discovery 
of catholicity);

c)   theological education should engage and prepare candi-
dates to relate to and to enact viable models of church 
unity, to theologically reflect “unity in diversity” and to 
ask how the relation between local or denominational 
identity and the ecumenical worldwide fellowship 
can be lived out and theologically founded in a sound 
manner (theological education as enabling for ecumenical 
learning).

This report is convinced that to strengthen the denom-
inational identity of future pastors and church workers, so 
that graduates understand the church to which they belong, 
on the one hand is important for theological formation. 
But on the other hand it remains an even more important 
task how to introduce students to the wider horizons of 
the worldwide church to enable them for an understand-
ing of what their belonging to the ecumenical fellowship of 
churches means. It is vital for any theological education to 
prepare candidates to engage with models of church unity, 
to reflect theologically on ‘unity in diversity’ and to ask 
them to study how the relation between commitment to 
local and denominational identity and cooperation on the 
one hand and commitment to ecumenical learning and the 
worldwide fellowship can be lived out.

There is a resurgence of denominationalism in theo-
logical education today which is not a good sign for the 
integrity of Christian witness within the protestant family. 
Many denominations, even smaller churches, tend to build 
or to plan their own theological colleges. The denomina-
tional fragmentation of theological education is one of the 
root causes for the continuation of the ecumenical divide. 
The WARC a few years ago (1999) did a major study on 
the question as how to “understand the role of theological 
schools as uniting or dividing force in churches, and to identify 
ways for Reformed seminaries and schools to promote unity” in 
which it is stated:

“The multitude of theological schools (here in Reformed 
tradition) represents no doubt an enormous potential. 
In hundreds of places, theologians—docteurs—reflect 
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on the meaning of God’s word and seek to communi-
cate the Gospel to a new generation of ministers and 
lay people. The schools are the expression of an impres-
sive theological zeal. Often, they give birth to construc-
tive new insights and theological perspectives.

But the multitude of theological schools also 
represents a threat to the coherence of Reformed theo-
logical thinking. On the whole, there is little com-
munication among the various centres of theological 
learning. Schools tend to be self-sufficient and develop 
their thinking and their activities along separate lines. 
Often, both in past and present, theological schools 
have been the cause of splits, or have at least contrib-
uted to maintain divisions within the Reformed family.

A few examples may serve as illustration:

•   In the 18th and 19th centuries, with the rise of liberal 
theology, the authority of the historical Reformed con-
fessions of faith and even the ancient creeds was called 
into question in the Swiss churches. In response, theo-
logical schools were founded to maintain the traditional 
teaching of the Church. A similar initiative was taken 
in the 20th century with the foundation of the Freie 
Evangelische Theologische Akademie (FETA) in Riehen/
Basel.

•   In 1953 a major split occurred in the Presbyterian Church 
of Korea. The cause was a dispute over the authority of 
Scripture. The issue was the use of the historical-criti-
cal method in interpreting the Bible. As the Assembly 
decided against the innovation, a group of professors 
decided to establish a new seminary. Eventually the Pres-
byterian Church in the Republic of Korea (PROK) was 
formed.

•   Often, especially in Korea, theological seminaries were 
established with a view to the outreach of the church. 
Pastors were trained to become missionaries and to 
found new congregations. Theological schools have 
been the source and centre of several separate Presby-
terian Churches in Korea. Korean missionaries often 
apply the same method abroad. In many countries, Bible 
schools, theological academies, even universities, have 
been founded, to advance the missionary cause (Bolivia, 
Uganda, Russia). Often, little attention was paid to the 
relationship with existing educational institutions.”48

48. Lukas Vischer, A Reflection on the Role of Theological 
Schools. Contribution to the WARC Study Process on Mission 
in Unity Project during the 23rd General Council of the World 
Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC Office Geneva).

This study paper is convinced that theological educa-
tion is the seedbed for the renewal of churches, their minis-
tries and mission and their commitment to church unity in 
today’s world. If theological education systems are neglected 
or not given their due prominence in church leadership, in 
theological reflection and in funding, consequences might 
not be visible immediately, but quite certainly will become 
manifest after one or two decades in terms of theological 
competence of church leadership, holistic nature of the 
churches mission, capacities for ecumenical and interfaith 
dialogue and for dialogue between churches and society. 
The transmission of the ecumenical memory and vision to 
future generations of pastors and church workers is a prior-
ity need in many WCC member Churches; its continua-
tion is far from being secured at present.

This can be underlined with a special sense of urgency 
for the African continent: The missionary enterprise in 
Africa led to the creation of predominantly ethnic churches 
in Africa—ethnic identities aligned with denominational 
identities. There are about 2600 ethnic groups in Africa. 
In many countries—like Kenya, Nigeria or DRC Congo 
- there are thousands of different Christian denominations 
and churches today (Kenya: 4000 denominations, Angola: 
800 denominations). There is a contradiction between the 
growth of churches and the increase of misery and disunity 
on the African continent. Much of the dominant popular 
theologies are heaven-orientated, reflecting the miseries of 
daily life, but do not encourage involvement in changing 
and transforming the situation or creating greater unity 
between different ethnic groups. Thus Ecumenical Theo-
logical Education is vital not only for the future of 
African Christianity but vital for the future of the whole 
African continent.

In taking up some key insights of earlier studies (for 
instance common statement of the Joint

Working Group on Ecumenical Formation in Theo-
logical Learning” from 1996)49 it is affirmed again here that 
increased efforts need to be undertaken to properly place 
and emphasize ecumenical formation in theological edu-
cation and to strengthen interdenominational cooperation 
both within certain theological courses as well as between 
institutions of theological education.

49. Joint Working Group of the Roman Catholic Church and the 
World Council of Churches. and World Council of Churches, 
Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and 
the World Council of Churches Seventh Report: Including: The 
History of the RCC/WCC Joint Working Group and with Three 
Study Documents Commissioned and Received by the Joint Working 
Group: The Ecumenical Dialogue on Moral Issues: Potential Sources 
of Common Witness or of Divisions; the Challenge of Proselytism and 
the Calling to Common Witness; Ecumenical Formation: Ecumenical 
Reflections and Suggestions (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1998).
Appendix D.



134 Ecumenical Visions

It was stated in the Oslo world conference on theo-
logical education 1996:

“There is a need to keep before the churches and the 
younger generation a concern for the visible unity 
which links sharing in God’s mission and the pursuit 
together of justice and peace with the need to heal divi-
sions between the churches through mutual dialogue, 
mutual recognition and reconciliation. Those involved 
in theological education and ministerial formation 
have a vital part to play, not only through giving an 
ecumenical dimension to all parts of their curriculum, 
but by embodying ecumenical principles through the 
sharing of resources, the establishment of ecumenical 
colleges, institutions, courses and federations, and the 
interchange of faculty and students of different tradi-
tions. A genuine ecumenical institution will not only 
acknowledge the differences between churches, but will 
work towards their reconciliation. Faced by the chal-
lenges of the world, the prophetic voice calls out to the 
churches to respond to them together across cultural 
and geographical boundaries and not to reinforce divi-
sions and hostilities between people. Those engaged 
in ecumenical theological education and ministerial 
formation can respond to that call as they digest and 
reflect on significant ecumenical documents and live 
out new possibilities for common actions.”50

Further, the Charta Oecumenica of 2001 which was 
prepared jointly by CEC and the CCEE declares in sec-
tion 3 “Moving towards one another”: “It is important to 
acknowledge the spiritual riches of the different Christian 
traditions, to learn from one another and so to receive 
these gifts. For the ecumenical movement to flourish it 
is particularly necessary to integrate the experiences and 
expectations of young people and actively encourage 
their participation.” The Charta then adds the following 
commitment:

•   “to overcome the feeling of self-sufficiency within each 
church, and to eliminate prejudices; to seek mutual 
encounters and to be available to help one another;

•   to promote ecumenical openness and co-operation in 
Christian education, and in theological training, con-
tinuing education and research.”

These commitments find an echo in the third recom-
mendation of the final message of the Third European 
Ecumenical Assembly at Sibiu in 2007 which says: “We 
recommend finding ways of experiencing the activities 

50. Pobee and Churches, Towards Viable Theological Education.

which can unite us: prayer for each other and for unity, 
ecumenical pilgrimages, theological formation and study 
in common, social and diaconal initiatives, cultural proj-
ects, supporting society life based on Christian values.”51

It has become clear meanwhile that what is at issue in 
the challenge of ecumenical learning is not just the addi-
tion of elements of ecumenical theology into the curricula 
of theological schools and seminaries. But the question is 
whether and to what extent the basic orientation of theo-
logical education reflects the fundamental relational nature 
of being the church, its vocation to live as a true koinonia 
in relationship with God, with other Christian communi-
ties and with the wider human community and the world 
as God’s creation.

Here an understanding of ecumenical learning holds 
true which was affirmed in the final report of the Herrn-
hut consultation on “Theological Education in Europe” in 
1980 (brought together by PTE/WCC). In its report it is 
stated: “We understand ecumenical learning not as a sepa-
rate part or sub-division of theology, even if for the time 
being attention may need to be drawn to it in specific ways 
if it is not to suffer neglect. It is a dimension of all theol-
ogy and theological education. It has to do with the readi-
ness to experience and take account of other confessions of 
Christian faith, other religious traditions, and other social 
and cultural realities, in order to see things whole. It has to 
do with local and concrete issues, not parochially but in the 
awareness of the whole inhabited earth and in the perspec-
tive of unity in Christ.”52 The same Herrnhut report then 
goes on to underline that theology should be understood as 
an activity of all God’s people “in the light of God’s revela-
tion and in active obedience, which constitutes the mission 
of the Church in the world….Theology is the corporate 
work of a community in which a certain style of relation-
ships becomes extremely important…The corporate nature 
of theology is but one reflection of the corporate nature 
of the Church’s ministry. Therefore, theological education 
must be made available for and engage all the people of 
God.”53

The report concludes with a number of recommen-
dations specifically concerning the ecumenical perspective 
in theological education. These recommendations remain 

51. Konrad Raiser, “The Future of Theological Education in 
Central and Eastern Europe: Challenges for Ecumenical Learning 
in the 21st Century,” International Review of Mission 98, no. 1 
(2009).
52. World Council of Churches, Theological Education in Europe: 
Report of the Consultation Held in Herrnhut, German Democratic 
Republic on the Theme, Theological Education for Ministerial 
Formation, 8-14 October 1980. (Geneva, Switzerland: Programme 
on Theological Education, World Council of Churches, 1980).13.
53. Ibid.
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valid even almost 30 years later and might serve as an indi-
cation of practical steps to begin responding to the chal-
lenge of ecumenical learning.

•   “We recommend that institutions of theological edu-
cation consider the appointment of persons who will 
not only offer courses in ecumenics but work with the 
whole educational community to ensure global, inter-
faith, and inter-confessional perspectives in all courses 
and programmes.

•   We recommend that information about other churches 
and their traditions be given an important place in theo-
logical education and that wherever possible this infor-
mation be presented in person by representatives of those 
churches and traditions.

•   We recommend that wherever possible firsthand experi-
ence of the liturgical and spiritual life of other Christian 
traditions be provided.

•   We recommend that, as a means to ecumenical aware-
ness, students and teachers be encouraged to learn other 
living languages and to engage in dialogue with persons 
of other cultures.

•   We recommend that opportunities be sought to enrich 
the learning resources of institutions by exchange of fac-
ulty members and students from different traditions and 
educational centres within Europe and beyond.”54

These recommendations (and they can be easily con-
textualized also in non-European contexts) have not lost 
their relevance until today. If an example is needed on 
how a new style of ecumenical formation in theological 
education is related to practice and proper curriculum the 
programmes of the Graduate School for Ecumenical 
Studies in the Ecumenical Institute of Bossey (affiliated 
to the WCC) can serve as an example. There are ample 
resources of educational and curriculum-related experi-
ences in Bossey which are documented both in its complex 
and exciting history55 as well as in its present trends.56 
It remains vital to renew a commitment to ecumenical 
54. Ibid, 16.
55. Hans-Ruedi Weber, “A Labouratory for Ecumenical Life,” 
Ecumenical Review 48, no. 4 (1996). Hans Ruedi Weber and World 
Council of Churches., A Labouratory for Ecumenical Life : The Story 
of Bossey, 1946-1996 (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1996).
56. Dagmar Heller, Ecumenical Perspectives of Theological Education 
in Bossey Ecumenical Institute, the Future of Ecumenical Theological 
Education in Eastern and Central Europe, ed. Viorel Ionita and 
Dietrich Werner, Full Report of the International Seminar for 
Young Lecturers and Professors of Theology in Sambata De Sus, 
Romania, 24-28 September 2008 (Geneva, Switzerland: CEC/
ETE, 2009). 89-ff.

perspectives in theological education like those spelled 
out in the key reference text “Magna Charta on ecu-
menical formation in theological education” from WCC 
in 2008:

“If the ecumenical movement as a whole is about 
strengthening common witness and promoting new 
forms of the visible unity between churches of different 
denominational and confessional traditions then the 
scandal of churches remaining in disunity and using 
distorted images of sister churches in one’s own educa-
tional materials and publications needs to be overcome 
with foremost priority in the area of theological edu-
cation and ministerial formation. The strengthening 
and pursuit of church unity in theological education 
is a Gospel imperative for any church joining in the 
affirmation of the church as being “one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic” in its essence (The Nicene-Constanti-
nopolitan Creed [381])…The emphasis on interde-
nominational cooperation in theological education as 
well as the development of proper teaching materials 
on ecumenism remains an indispensable component 
of the theological education of pastors and ministers 
which in many places is still lacking. There is no future 
for the ecumenical movement as a whole if there is 
no commitment to ecumenical formation processes 
in formal and non-formal theological education pro-
grammes of WCC member churches. If theological 
education fails to be guided by an ecumenical vision of 
a church renewed in mission and service to the whole 
of humankind there will be a serious shortage in terms 
of a new generation of Christian leaders, pastors and 
theological teachers carrying on the ecumenical vision 
and commitment into the 21st century and a widening 
gap and estrangement between the majority clergy and 
ever fewer experts on the ecumenical movement and 
ecumenical theological discourse which can already be 
observed in a number of member churches.“57

7) Diversity in Theological Education and the Different 
Forms of Ministry in the Church
It was in the middle of the century and journey between 
Edinburgh 1910 and today, that the international mission-
ary movement realized more strongly than ever before 
that there is not but one predominant model of (full-time 
ordained) ministry in the church, but there are different 
forms of ministry some of which are more adequate and 
adaptable for the needs both of growing and independent 

57. World Council of Churches ETE, “Magna Charta on 
Ecumenical Formation in Theological Education,” Ministerial 
Formation 110 (2008).
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churches in the South as well as for churches in modern 
societies of the North. The major international study on, 
Patterns of Ministry—Theological Education in a chang-
ing world’ which was worked out in the sixties and then 
was presented for the WCC Assembly in Uppsala 196858 

marks a watershed in the developments towards a concept 
of diversified ministries and related theological education 
programmes.

Which forms of ministry are applicable and relevant 
to what kind of church and social context? Which forms 
of complementary alternative forms of ministry along-
side the traditional full-time professional model of a 
residential pastor do we have to develop in contexts 
where churches cannot afford the traditional model? Ques-
tions like this were debated.

In many churches today there is a growing relevance 
felt for theological education for diversified ministries 
in the church. The assumption that theological educa-
tion is mainly targeted and structured for those study-
ing full-time and for full-time professional ministry has 
changed and is continuing to change in several contexts. 
The Anglican Communion in its TEAC Working Party 
(Theological Education for the Anglican Communion) has 
distinguished four different areas of theological education, 
each of which has received distinct and separate, though 
related, directions and recommendations (“grids for theo-
logical education”): In developing theological education 
in “The Anglican Way” the question was asked: What is 
the framework within which theological education needs 
to be developed, and what are the ideal outcomes of theo-
logical education? After having clarified “What is theologi-
cal education?” (Lecture of Archbishop Rowan Williams 
in November 2004) and the production of a document 
by TEAC called “Principles for Theological Education”59 a 
series of grids was worked out, each linked to a specific 
form of ministry or discipleship, giving the ideal outcomes 
at various stages of the educational process:

•   Theological education for laity

•   Theological education for vocational deacons and licensed 
lay ministers

•   Theological education for priests

•   Theological education for bishops, concluded by the final 
statement on:

58. Steven Mackie, Patterns of Ministry: Theological Education in a 
Changing World (London: Collins, 1969).
59. Theological Education & Studies—TEAC (Theological 
Education for the Anglican Communion).” Anglican Communion. 
http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ministry/theological/teac/
index.cfm.

•   Theological education on The Anglican Way (reference 
statement from 2007)

The reference text defines different types of compe-
tencies and related theological education requirements for 
different forms of ministries in the church (later to be fol-
lowed even by user- friendly manuals which translate some 
of the basic principles into recommendations).

In many churches of the South the predominant 
form of theological education which is within reach and 
accessible for people in poorer sectors is theological 
education by extension (TEE). Case studies about TEE 
projects from several countries60 underline the indispens-
able and vital function of these programmes as well as the 
need for institutions of formal theological education to 
add a programme on TEE to their own activities in for-
mal theological education and to help to train the trainers 
for regional and local TEE programmes. Most probably 
decentralized TEE programmes for most of Christianity 
in the South will prove to be the most effective and most 
widely spread models of theological education in the 21st 
century as many rural or poor churches cannot afford to 
maintain residential theological education programmes. 
Ross Kinsler, the founder of TEE movement, has made a 
strong argument for starting a mass movement integrat-
ing TEE theological programmes, primary health care 
education programmes and education for development 
programmes in order to engage in a mass movement 
towards “education for life” which is more urgently needed 
than ever before for survival on a planet which is deeply 
endangered today: “Theological education committed to 
such a vision of education for life, life abundant for all, 
would need the full collabouration of the theological insti-
tutions at upper academic levels and their graduates, the 
many, diverse pastoral or Bible institutes, and the churches’ 
leadership training programmes. It would have to develop, 
with the churches and relevant social sectors, a mass 
movement for social and ecological transformation. The 
potential for mass movement is evident among the base 
ecclesial communities of Latin America, the African Insti-
tuted Churches, and Pentecostal or charismatic churches 
around the world. It is also evident at the World Social 
Forum, which each year gathers hundreds of thousands 
of activists from around the world, including secular 
and religious and inter-religious movements. To pursue 
a holistic vision, theological education might combine 
the best elements and models of Theological Education by 
Extension, Health Education by Extension, and Education 
for Self-Development. It would need to be empowered 

60. F. Ross Kinsler, Diversified Theological Education: Equipping 
All God’s People, 1st ed. (Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey 
International University Press, 2008).
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by an awakening such as took place at Pentecost, a new 
evangelization that would incorporate all God’s people in 
that struggle for life, for Jubilee, for holistic salvation.”61

While programmes of non-residential theological 
education by extension (TEE) are increasingly practiced 
and spread in churches of the South it should also be noted 
that there has been a remarkable shift in terms of the reality 
of part-time study and in-ministry study in many coun-
tries and churches in the North. In England non-resi-
dential ordination courses are offered which are based on 
part-time studies. In North America several churches opt 
for part-time and non-residential theological studies for 
several reasons: The increasing lack of funding for residen-
tial types of theological studies by the church or the candi-
date is one, but not the only reason, the contextual nature 
of non- residential types of theological education and its 
improved accessibility for the new generation of candidates 
of ministry many of which have a professional background 
already is adding to the attractiveness of these programmes. 
Institutions such as New York Theological Seminary oper-
ate only for part-time, non-residential students in order 
to provide training for those who are in professions and/
or already in formal ministry. Many seminaries and theo-
logical colleges recognize the value of having students with 
different levels of experiences and knowledge studying 
together, that is, providing for both residential and non-
residential students in the same programme. 40% of the 
M.Div.-students in the US are already studying according 
to non-residential programmes. The implications this grad-
ual shift from residential to non-residential types of theo-
logical education for established institutions and colleges 
of residential theological education are manifold. Many 
have to invent new programmes and try to combine resi-
dential and non-residential types of theological training.

In the international debate on theological education a 
consensus has developed nowadays that shaping the future 
of theological education for a diversified spectrum of min-
istries in churches of the South is a fundamental issue 
of justice. It is a matter of access to theological education 
systems and of openness of curricula and models of theological 
education for the needs of people with different backgrounds 
of marginalization. Access to theological education is still 
extremely imbalanced between North and South, between 
rural and urban regions within both the northern and the 
southern hemisphere, between women and men, between 
lay people and candidates for ministry. Access to theologi-
cal education is specified as a fundamental issue in the 

61. Ross Kinsler, Education for Life, manuscript 2008, unpublished 
to find on http://www.oikoumene.org .

Introduction to the Book on “Diversified theological 
education”62 in its different dimensions:

1) Geographical access
•   Traditional, centralized patterns of theological educa-

tion have reached out primarily to those who could 
leave home, community, employment and the local 
church for extended periods of full-time study

2) Economic access
•   The cost of theological education drops considerably 

when the students remain within their local base of 
support

3) Cultural access
•   Decentralized programmes of theological education can 

more easily adapt to the cultural and linguistic diversity 
of their constituencies.

4) Ecclesiastical access
•   Due to the high cost per candidate of centralized pro-

grammes many churches tend to select for theological 
training only candidates for ordained ministry, decen-
tralized programmes can open the door to theological 
education more widely and to any and all members of 
the church

5) Gender access
•   Women in some churches have traditionally been mar-

ginalized from theological education programmes and/
or limited to social ministries with women and children. 
Strengthening the accessibility of theological education 
for women will gradually change the orientation, meth-
odology and also contents of theological education (see 
chapter …)

6) Class access
•   In many regions theological education and ministry are 

oriented toward high academic and professional stan-
dards that alienate the poor from leadership and tend to 
orient the churches to certain class expectations. Some 
de-centralized programmes have better access to a very 
diverse socio-economic levels of theological education

7) Differing abilities access
•   Many institutions of theological education have made 

some efforts to provide better access to persons with 
differing physical, emotional and mental abilities, but 
progress in this area is varied and on the whole has been 
gradual

62. Kinsler, Diversified Theological Education: Equipping All God’s 
People. 8.
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8) Pedagogical access
•   Dialogical and participatory pedagogical methods which 

focus not only on repetitive knowledge-based styles of 
learning and one-way lectures, but are open to equipping 
people for their own critical theological reflection are not 
always taken for granted

9) Spiritual access
•   Is theological learning in centralized or de-centralized 

models of theological education open to encountering 
different Christian and religious spiritualities today?

Analyzing and shaping future programmes of theo-
logical education in a given region with regard to these 
criteria of accessibility remains a priority need for church 
leadership and associations of theological schools within 
World Christianity.

8) Theological Education and a Missionary Spirituality—
Spiritual Formation and Missionary Training in Theological 
Education
For many networks and churches involved in cross-cultural 
missionary work the key question for the future of theo-
logical education is: Which models of theological educa-
tion can prepare and equip people for a commitment to 
integral mission and deepen a missionary spirituality? The 
concern for mission and spiritual formation in theological 
education has been a key issue and working priority on the 
agenda of the PTE-programme in the WCC in the 80s.63 
There is an impressive variety of recent studies available 
on pre-field mission training programmes from different 
sources, many of which are from an evangelical back-
ground. Global Connections is a growing, vibrant network 
of UK agencies, churches, colleges and support services 
linked together for resources, learning and representation. 
Together, they seek to serve, equip and develop churches 
in their mission in order to fulfill the shared vision of ‘mis-
sion at the heart of the church, the church at the heart of 
mission’. The promotion of missionary spirituality is part 
of their agenda.64

In 2006 the Global Connections network commis-
sioned research into the situation of mission training in 
the UK “What is happening in UK mission training?” 
This was completed by Vaughan Consulting in February 
2006. The research explores: current demand for mission 

63. Samuel Amirtham, Robin J. Pryor, and World Council of 
Churches. Programme on Theological Education. The Invitation 
to the Feast of Life: Resources for Spiritual Formation in Theological 
Education (Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 
Programme on Theological Education, 1991). 146. Particularly the 
report of the Iona.
64. “Home,” Global Connections. http://www.globalconnections.
co.uk/.

training, current supply of mission training, perceptions 
of trends and developments in mission training and views 
of quality of mission training.65 There is also a searchable 
Internet database “Train For Christ” that lists evangelical, 
pastoral, theological and missionary training courses in 
countries around the world. It seeks to allow Christians 
everywhere to find the training they need to better serve 
the Lord Jesus Christ.66 The Database “Train for Christ” 
is run by the Missionary Training Service, based in the 
United Kingdom, working with member organizations of 
the International Council for Evangelical Theological Edu-
cation (ICETE) and the Trainers of Pastors International 
Coalition (TOPIC). The Missionary Training Service is a 
member of Global Connections in the United Kingdom 
(formerly known as the Evangelical Missionary Alliance).

Many denominational churches have developed their 
own missionary awareness building programmes, particu-
larly Christian women’s organizations, which play a lead-
ing role in this regard. The United Methodist Women’s 
Network has an annual women in mission education pro-
gramme which involves hundreds of women each year.67

Also the International Missionary Training Network 
(IMTN) of the World Evangelical Alliance has done some 
major research on innovative models of theological educa-
tion for missionary spirituality and practice originated and 
mandated by the Mission Commission (MT) of the WEA.68 
Realizing many shortcomings of established centres of aca-
demic theological education with regard to proper and in-
depth training and formation for mission ministries and 
cross-cultural mission “regretfully many of us have con-
cluded that most formal education institutions in both the 
North as well as the South are the least willing to change, 
to examine their training assumptions, or to learn from 
others. Some of the greatest creativity in ministry/mission 
training takes place not in the North (though there are 
seminal exceptions) but in the South. But the pressures of 
supposed “excellence” and accreditation are just too much 
for some of them.”69 The resource book “Integral Mission 
Training Design and Evaluation from Robert Brynjolfson 
and Jonathan Lewis brings together a wealth of resources 

65. “Mission Training Review,” Global Connections. on http://
www.globalconnections.co.uk/resources/training/.
66. “Train for Christ-Database,” Train For Christ. http://
trainforchrist.org/public/.
67. “Home,” United Methodist Women. http://new.gbgm-umc.org/
umw/
68. Connections, the Journal of WEA Mission Commission on Holistic 
Training for Cross-Cultural Ministry 4, no. 2 (2005).http://www.
worldevangelicals.org/resources/2005_02.pdf.
69. Robert Brynjolfson and Jonathan Lewis, Integral Ministry 
Training: Design and Evaluation (Pasadena: William Carey 
Library, 2006).X.
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and new models for training for cross-cultural mission and 
nurturing mission spirituality both in short-term courses as 
well as in life-long learning perspective.

Many mission organizations see an increasing need for 
short term mission education programmes. CWM is offer-
ing a Training in Mission Programme (TIM) which is a 
youth leadership development programme run by CWM. 
Young Christians from CWM churches around the world 
come together to discover their own role in the mission 
of Christ’s church through practical work and study. They 
spend five months in South Africa and five months in India. 
CWM is offering 12 young people the opportunity to join 
the next TIM programme. The Training in Mission (TIM) 
programme of CWM is a flagship programme of “mis-
sion education with a Difference,” aiming “to equip young 
people for a lifetime of service to Christ and his church.” 
TIM was initiated in 1981 in response to a challenge to 
CWM to create an opportunity for involving young people 
in mission learning and mission engagement. The stated 
aim and objectives are:

•   Building capacity for interpersonal relationship and 
community building.

•   Challenging the theological and missiological status quo.

•   Motivating mission action, and

•   Empowering young people to return to their local 
congregation and continue their journey as mission 
animators and partners.

In the past 28 years approximately 280 young people 
aged between 20-30 years old, drawn from CWM member 
churches and the wider ecumenical community have par-
ticipated in the programme. Over these years the method-
ology of engagement and programme delivery has evolved. 
There have been changes of location and format. Currently 
the programme is hosted in South Africa and India. Each 
cycle of the programme runs for 10 months. Irrespective of 
the location or format the TIM experience has been con-
sistent in holding to a model of education based on “action 
reflection” or “learning by doing”. The intent is “to draw 
out” of the participant their own evolving perspective of 
mission. It is acknowledged that each participant has his 
or her own perspective that can be explored, shared and 
challenged. Therefore each participant is expected to bring 
to the programme their own knowledge of the life, witness 
and history of their church within context.

The “action reflection” model assumes that:

•   The experiences of life provide the opportunity for learn-
ing. It i s  the constant of engagement with people that 
provides the catalyst for insight about life.

•   The ideas about life are shaped by context; equally they 
are challenged and transformed by a changed context.

•   Engagement and participation in mission is informed 
through grappling with issues and not only through 
quality of knowledge.70 

The experiences that a participant in the TIM pro-
gramme encounters bring an element of risk in the journey 
of discovery. The following extract from the TIM diary of 
2008 outlines the nature of risk involved in this model of 
theological education. “The TIM programme is not just 
another youth training programme. It seeks to offer a radi-
cal alternative to the mission formation of young adults. 
The following expectations are associated with participat-
ing in the programme:

•   Participants are to be the visible expression of God’s 
calling of every Christian to be ‘sent-out’ as witnesses 
to the risen Christ in the world.

•   Participants are to witness to the new humanity in Christ 
by taking action to break down cultural, racial, linguis-
tic and other barriers. They are called to a lifestyle that 
is shaped by more than one culture and tradition.

•   Participants are to be living examples of partnership 
in mission, the principle upon which the Council for 
World Mission is founded, by:

•   challenging and enriching the lives and mission of 
other partners in mission;

•   being responsible for and accountable to one another. 
(TIM Diary 2008)

TIM participants have returned to work with their 
churches in varied roles and with CWM globally at various 
levels. Additionally persons have brought a new perspec-
tive on their faith to their work. One former participant 
commented on the way in which the TIM experience had 
enabled him to relate mission to all of life. Other partici-
pants have mentioned how cultural barriers were broken 
down, new perspectives on the world and new ways of 
thinking were gained.

Also other mission organizations like Mission 21 or 
UEM are offering Internship or Volunteer Programmes. 
There is a good experience in providing short-term expo-
sure to mission realities of Christianity in the South and to 
bridge the generation gap for forming a future leadership 
generation involved in holistic Christian mission.

70. Adapted—Sharing people in Mission—Case studies from the 
Council For World Mission, Andrew P. Williams; D.Th. thesis 
submitted to the University of Birmingham, 2004).
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How do we educate for contextual mission? What is a 
proper attitude and methodology for authentic missionary 
learning? Cathy Ross from CMS in a major article71 has 
given some helpful suggestions:

a)   Education for contextual mission has to be done on the 
basis of mutuality in learning.

[“Any mission practice that starts from assumptions of 
superiority of doers and inferiority of receivers is not 
really mission, but imperialistic aid. While the theory 
of partnership, equality and mutuality between older 
and younger churches goes back to the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, the gap or transition between 
vision and practice has often been discouraging.”72

b)  Missionary Learning takes place in a context and atti-
tude of solidarity.
 Solidarity requires taking the ideas and experience of 
others on their own terms and “suspending one’s per-
sonal, cultural and religious ideas and practices to lis-
ten for the experience and meanings of others. The key 
to solidarity is compassion and empathy—walking the 
road in someone else’s shoes.

c)  Missionary Learning is about experiences of new ques-
tions and a new identity in zones of marginality. It 
makes a difference whether one reads a Biblical text 
from a comfortable place in a home in the west or from 
a shabby slum area in the Philippines. “De-familiar-
ization,” the experience of estrangement and becom-
ing distant to one’s own cultural background openness 
new ways for really perceiving the other in contexts of 
marginality. Missionary learning involves listening to 
the little ones, the unnoticed and the insignificant, the 
refugees and strangers, the aliens and asylum seekers, the 
unwanted and the ignored.

d)  Missionary Learning involves a new relationship 
between the host and the Stranger.
 “A stranger exists as such by virtue of the host: to 
be a stranger is, curiously perhaps, to be in relation-
ship to another.” To be a stranger is to feel out of 
place, to be unsure, to experience dislocation. To be 
a stranger is to feel vulnerable, to make mistakes, to 
be dependent, to have needs. To be a stranger is to lose 

71. Cathy Ross, “Educating for Contextual Mission,” Colloquium 
(Australian and NZ Theological Review) 38, no. 2 (2006).
72. F. J. Verstraelen, An African Church in Transition: From 
Missionary Dependence to Mutuality in Mission: A Case-Study on the 
Roman Catholic Church in Zambia (Leiden: Development Research 
Institute, Tilburg, and Interuniversity Institute for Missiological 
and Ecumenical Research, 1975). 44.

control. To be a stranger is to be ‘other.’ Hospitality 
can be subversive because it is inclusive. It can begin 
a journey towards visibility, dignity and respect. Hospi-
tality suggests face to face encounters and burgeoning 
relationship. It presupposes servant-hood and service. 
Because God is the original host, inviting us into a rela-
tionship with Christ, when we practice hospitality we 
are nurtured, challenged and strengthened in our rela-
tionships—both with God and with others.

The field of missionary training and spiritual forma-
tion probably is one of the most divergent and un-clarified 
field of competing and contradictory tendencies today:

a)  In some regional contexts theological seminaries or theo-
logical faculties from historical churches have ceased to 
offer long-term or short-term training programmes for 
missionaries or mission workers leaving this task to theo-
logical education institutions from evangelical or Pente-
costal background;

b)  In some western countries there are signs of growing 
interest in and programmes for young people or adults 
going abroad for a year or longer period of internship (as 
volunteers) in missionary or developmental work which 
allows for a firsthand experience of Church realities in 
the Southern hemisphere—a unique chance for inter-
cultural and missionary learning;

c)  There are many mission agencies in the western world 
today which offer new courses for short-term mission 
programmes, exposure visits to Churches in the South 
which have a potential for intercultural theological 
learning for mission;

d)  There are some Christian groups, parishes and organiza-
tions which send out “missionaries” or fraternal workers 
with only a rudimentary and basic Biblical learning or 
without any proper missiological formation and with-
out much prior contact, to churches and ecumenical 
organizations already existing in the countries to which 
they are sent—which can contribute to creating tensions 
or ill-informed and culturally insensitive mission;

e)  That the majority of missionaries or mission work-
ers today are trained below any theological degree 
level though there is an immense need for theological 
education;

f )  There are some few first examples (but still also an 
urgent unanswered need) for short-term and long-term 
(reverse ) mission—periods of missionaries and frater-
nal mission workers from churches of the South serv-
ing in churches of the North—projects which need to 
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contribute to the task of evangelizing in Western culture, 
but which are facing many obstacles (visa and financial 
problems) as well;

h)  There are worrying trends at work particularly in secu-
larized European countries which diminish the pres-
ence and outreach of missiology in formal theological 
education and research in faculties of theology (or 
to diminish its theological scope by transforming it 
into some “intercultural theology”) which is curbing its 
claims and impact with regard to a genuine missionary 
encounter of Christian Churches with the culture(s) of 
the West and a vivid participation in Christian World 
Mission today.

In summarizing it should be noted

•   that there is a need in World Christianity today to have 
some common understanding on what defines a “mis-
sionary”, the different types of a “mission co-worker” or 
a “mission partner” today;

•   that there is a need to (preferably within the different 
regions) develop some common standards on what mis-
sionary formation and mission training would need to 
involve today to be holistic and sound in order to have 
some common frame of reference (there are some impor-
tant models for standards and courses available in the 
UK and also the so-called ‘mission training profiles’ 
which were developed by David J. Agron from Fuller 
Theological seminary);73

•   that some modules for missionary training should be 
standardized and made available for accreditation to 
have some common standards and basis for common 
recognition between the churches.

9) Women in Theological Education—A Continuing Journey 
and Struggle
Nothing has probably changed theological education in the 
past 100 years of missionary history more then the increas-
ing presence of women both in theological study pro-
grammes as well as among theological educators. Women 
theologians have challenged and renewed both methodol-
ogy, orientation and curriculum contents of theological 
education.

It is often forgotten or bypassed in patriarchal 
perspectives of mission history that even before 1910 

73. “Short-Term Mission Code of Best Practice For Churches and 
Agencies Facilitating Short-term Mission trips in the UK and 
Worldwide, “ Global Connections. http://www.globalconnections.
co.uk/ ; David J. Agron. „Missionary Training Profiles, “ on: 
http://www.agron.info/doc/Agron.pdf.

there was a powerful Christian women’s missionary move-
ment and already in the year 1900 more than 40 women 
missionary societies existed involving some three million 
women in their work which mainly focused on education 
of the marginalized and on social uplift.74 Side by side with 
women from western churches there were innumerable 
indigenous women missionaries working as Bible women 
in several Asian countries. Already twenty two years 
before Edinburgh 1910, at the London Missionary Con-
ference of 1888, American, British and Canadian women 
missionary leaders had organized the World’s Mission-
ary Committee of Christian Women which created a 
team for the united study of missions proving to be a key 
tool for mission formation through mission education.75 In 
the U.S. in the year 1910, much forgotten in patriarchal 
history, a major occasion was celebrated de-centrally by all 
the forty women’s missionary societies which was the Jubi-
lee of the Woman’s Missionary Movement76 and it has been 
estimated that 55% of all denominational missionaries sent 
out by Western mission agencies in 1910 were women at 
that stage. Their approach was related to a broad-based 
Christian grassroots movement and their interest and con-
tribution to education cannot be overestimated—though it 
has taken a long time to be recognized and to move into the 
circles of higher theological education.

It has been a major effort of women theologians from 
the regions in cooperation with programmes like PTE/
WCC, FTE, PTCA and many others to strengthen wom-
en’s participation in theological education in the decades 
after the Second World War. As a result in many regions 
women’s theological networks were formed which are now 
existing both in Asia (Asian Women’s Resource Centre 
for Culture and Theology; Association of Theologically 
Trained Women of India (ATTWI)77 constituted 1979 in 
Chennai; the Association of Women in Theology in the 

74. Glory E. Dharmaraj, “Lay Women, Mission Practices and 
Theological Thought” (paper presented at the consultation ‘Ivory 
Tower and Muddy Grounds’, Queens College, Birmingham, 
March 2009).
75. Dana L Robert in her American Women in Mission: A Social 
History of Their Thought and Practice. (Macon, Georgia: Mercer 
University Press, 1997. Reprint. 1998), 129.
76. HB Montgomery, Western Women in Eastern Lands: An 
Outline Study of Fifty Years of Woman’s Work in Foreign Missions 
(Macmillan, 1910). was a key ecumenical study initiated at this 
Jubilee, and the methods of spreading the information was not 
through commissioned reports, but through” missionary teas,” 
“pageants,” “kitchen table conversations”, and “luncheons” Dana 
Lee Robert, American Women in Mission: A Social History of Their 
Thought and Practice, The Modern Mission Era, 1792-1992 (Macon, 
Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1996), 256 .
77. “All India Christian Organizations.” National Council of 
Churches (NCCI); under “Affiliations” on http://www.nccindia.in
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Philippines (AWIT)78 ; in Africa (CIRCLE), in the Pacific 
(Weavers / SPATS and Manahine Pasifica)79 and on the 
world level The Women’s Commission of the Ecumeni-
cal Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT)80 
or the new Anglican Women Theological Educators Net-
work81 and the Asian/Asian American Association of 
Women Theologians in the US.82

While we can celebrate that in some contexts signifi-
cant changes occurred during the past decades with regard 
to women’s participation in theological studies and teaching 
it should be emphasized that we have no reason to dimin-
ish our efforts. In most of the regions of the world there is 
still an overwhelming task to be accomplished and a long 
way to go in terms of equipping, enabling and encourag-
ing young women theologians to get access to proper study 
programmes, teaching positions and networks of commit-
ted women theologians. As there is a backlash in many 
regions in terms of women’s participation in the churches 
it will be even more important to strengthen women’s par-
ticipation in theological education.

In the following one example should be given which 
is about the history of the Circle of Concerned African 

78. Darby-Williams, Rebecca. “Philippines Women’s Studies 
Bibliography.” University California Berkley, www.lib.berkeley.
edu; The Association of Women in Theology (AWIT) is a visible 
expression of women’s initiative in the Philippines to work 
collectively in living out their faith. With direct connection 
to the National Council of Churches in the Philippines, the 
association, which consists of local chapters around the country, 
aims to strengthen women’s vision and action to fully express the 
imago Dei in each of them. AWIT women strives to critique and 
challenge various expressions and practices of patriarchal power, 
advocates for peace and justice and the integrity of God’s creation. 
In 2009, AWIT chapter at Union Theological Seminary reached 
around sixty female students and wives of students on a day session 
of bonding, clarifying association’s purpose, and theologizing. In 
short, the event was self-nurturing and faith-nurturing.
79. Lydia Johnson, Joan Alleluia Filemoni-Tofaeno Weavers, 
South Pacific Association of Theological Schools and Institute of 
Pacific Studies, University of the South Pacific (Fiji 2003) ISBN 
982-02-0347-3.
80. “Home,” The Ecumenical Association of Third World 
Theologians—EATWOT. http://www.eatwot.org/
81. Anglican Communion News Service, “Anglican Women 
Theological Educators Meet in Canterbury, England,” http://www.
anglicancommunion.org/acns/news.cfm/2009/3/3/ACNS4584.
82. In the United States, the late Letty Russell was responsible 
in starting the Asian/Asian American association of women 
theologians in mid-80’s on the west coast. Present in the initial 
gathering held at Claremont School of Theology, Claremont, 
California included Kwok Pui Lan, Elizabeth Tapia, Rita Brock, 
and Afrie Songco Joye. Those women have been involved in the 
annual meetings of the American Academy of Religion and the 
Society of Biblical Literature which provide a forum for reflection, 
discussion, and future action on the concerns and issues related to 
Asian American women theologians.

Women Theologians. The CIRCLE was launched 1989 in 
Ghana, mainly founded by Mercy Amba Oduyoye.83 

The Circle is a community of African women theolo-
gians who come together to reflect on what it means to them 
to be women of faith within their experiences of religion, 
culture, politics and socio-economic structures in Africa. 
“The Circle seeks to build the capacity of African women 
to contribute their critical thinking and analysis to advance 
current knowledge using a theoretical framework based on 
theology, religion and culture. It empowers African women 
to actively work for social justice in their communities and 
reflect on their actions in their publications.”84

The Circle played a major role in

(1) re-defining the identity of African women theologians;

(2) promoting more women to study theology and be on 
permanent staff in theological institutions; 

(3) inclusion of African women’s theology in the theologi-
cal curriculum;

(4) and particularly in deepening theological reflection and 
research on issues like human sexuality, HIV/AIDS, gender 
and cultural practices affecting women in the context of 
patriarchy.

From the outset, the Circle was inclusive in its mem-
bership and in the type of theology produced. African 
Women were defined as women who belong to diverse 
classes, races, cultures, nationalities and religions found 
on the African continent (Oduyoye, 2001b:10) and in the 
diaspora. This also meant bringing women from the dif-
ferent religions in Africa to reflect theologically together. 
Therefore, African women have diverse experiences of 
patriarchal oppression in religion and in society. The theol-
ogies that African women write about reflect this diversity. 
What is important is that African women theologians 
are united in voicing out their views against patriarchy.

Since its launch in 1989, the Circle has had three Pan-
African conferences, each focusing on a particular theme 
that reflects the issues that African women theologians are 
concerned about. Its membership has grown considerably 
since its inception (see Circle membership list85). In 1996, 

83. IA Phiri, “Major Challenges for African Women Theologians 
in Theological Education (1989–2008),” International Review of 
Mission 98, no. 1 (2009). 105.
84. These are the objectives of the Circle as reflected in the Circle 
draft constitution, 2007; The Circle of Concerned African Woman 
Theologians, “Profile,” http://www.thecirclecawt.org/profile.html.
85.In 2007 the Circle had 660 registered Circle members divided 
as follows: Anglophone members 522, Francophone members 83, 
and Lusophone members 55. (information from the author Isabel 
Phiri). 
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the second Pan-African Conference took place in Nairobi, 
Kenya with the theme “Transforming Power, Women in 
the Household of God.” This theme afforded the Circle 
to engage with what it means for African women to be 
Church. The third Pan-African Conference took place in 
Addis Ababa, Ethiopia in August 2002 with the theme 
“Sex, Stigma and HIV and AIDS: African Women Chal-
lenging Religion, Culture and Social Practices.” Through 
this theme, the African women were highlighting the role 
played by sacred texts, the faith communities and African 
culture in the fuelling and prevention of HIV and AIDS as 
it affects African women. The Circle’s fourth Pan-African 
Conference took place in Yaoundé, Cameroon, in Sep-
tember 2007 under the theme: “The Girl Child, Women, 
Religion and HIV and AIDS in Africa: A gendered per-
spective.” The highlight of this conference was the real-
ization that women alone cannot stop the spread of HIV 
in Africa. It emphasized the importance of a community 
approach to prevent HIV. Therefore it was the focus on 
identifying liberating masculinities that was unique about 
this conference.

As noted from the Circle vision and mission,86 
research, writing and publishing on religion and culture 
from an African women’s perspective forms the core busi-
ness of what the Circle is about. It is what distinguishes the 
Circle from other women’s organizations and movements 
in Africa. Nevertheless, the Circle did not want to limit 
the production of its theology only to those who reside in 
theological institutions. From the beginning it sought to 
be inclusive in its style of work. This has meant working 
with women from outside the disciplines of theology and 
religion within the academy. It has also meant the inclusion 
of women who, for various reasons ended their theological 
education at certificate, diploma and first degree level and 
are working in the church or have moved on to further 
their education in other disciplines outside theology and 
religion. Then there are those who are interested in issues 
that interface culture, religion and women in Africa, but 
do not have any theological background.87 It is for this rea-

86. The mission of the Circle is to undertake research, writing 
and publishing on African issues from women’s perspective. 
The vision of the Circle is to empower African women to 
contribute their critical thinking and analysis to advance current 
knowledge. Theology, religion and culture are the three chosen 
foci, which must be used as the framework for Circle research 
and publications. The Circle of Concerned African Woman 
Theologians, “Mission,” http://www.thecirclecawt.org/index.html.
87. The 2007 draft constitution of the Circle recognizes the 
two levels of African women theologians when it states: “The 
membership of the Circle shall be individual African women 
theologians who are committed to research, writing and 
publication. A woman theologian shall be defined as women who 
have studied religion and/or theology and religion at university 

son that the Circle claims “elitism is not our way of life” 
(Oduyoye, 2001a:34). It is about doing theology in the 
community of women in the academy and in the commu-
nities of faith. It is also about acknowledging the commu-
nity of women who share their knowledge with researchers.

The Circle has also built up partnerships with other 
organizations as an opportunity to enhance the research 
and writing skills of its members. For example, between 
2002 and 2007, the Circle formed partnerships with 
Yale University Divinity School (hereafter YDS) and Yale 
School of Public Health, together with Yale University’s 
Centre for Interdisciplinary Research on AIDS (hereafter 
CIRA) to offer fellowships to African women theologians 
who were theologically reflecting on HIV and AIDS.88 In 
total, twelve Circle members have benefited from spend-
ing four to nine months at Yale University as Faith fel-
lows on research that deals with Gender, Faith and HIV 
and AIDS.89 This partnership afforded Circle members, 
the majority of whom are in theological education, to use 
public health and theological methodologies to conduct 
field research in the area of Gender, Faith and HIV and 
AIDS. Most of all, the time spent at Yale University gave 
Circle members access to resources, which are not always 
available in most African countries. The research generated 
has/will result in quality articles published in international 
academic journals and chapters in academic books. The 
African women theologians have continued to seek part-
nerships of equals with other institutions to promote joint 
projects. The Circle also formed partnerships with the Ecu-
menical HIV and AIDS Initiative in Africa of the World 
Council of Churches (EHAIA) in 2006 in order to equip 
the Church in Africa to be HIV and AIDS competent. 
From 2003 to 2007, the Circle and EHAIA organized joint 
writing workshops and consultations in Mozambique and 
Angola in 2003 and 2004; in Benin, Rwanda, Botswana, 
South Africa, Kenya and Nigeria in 2006 and 2007. It is 

departments, schools or faculties of Religious Studies/theology or 
in faith based theological institutions. A woman theologian shall 
also include a woman of faith from other disciplines who share the 
concerns of the Circle.” (information from Isabel Phiri).
88. The agreement for the Circle partnership with YDS and 
CIRA was established during the Circle leadership of Dr Musimbi 
Kanyoro (1996 to 2002) and was implemented during the period 
of leadership for the Circle by Dr Isabel Phiri, 2002-2007. The 
Circle worked with Prof Letty Russell, Dr Shannon Clarkson, 
Prof Margaret Farley and Dr Kari Hartwig to make this dream a 
reality. (information from Isabel Phiri).
89. The list of the faith fellows include: Fulata Moyo (Malawi); 
Sylvia Amisi (Kenya); Vuadi Vibila (Democratic Republic of 
Congo); Anne Nasimiyu-Wasike (Kenya); Dorothy Ucheaga 
(Nigeria); Teresa Tinkasimiire (Uganda); Constance Shisanya 
(Kenya); Isabel Phiri (Malawi); Dorcas Ankitunde (Nigeria), Hazel 
Ayanga (Kenya), Lillian Siwila (Zambia) and Bongiwe Dumezweni 
(South Africa). (information from Isabel Phiri).
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through this partnership that the Lusophone Circle has 
managed to write and publish its very first book (Pereira 
and Cherinda 2007). The Circle’s partnership with EHAIA 
also gave the Circle an opportunity to evaluate the qual-
ity of its research and writing. In 2006, EHAIA sponsored 
Musa Dube to evaluate the work of the Circle on HIV and 
AIDS. The report (Dube 2006) was presented at the Circle 
EHAIA 2006 Consultation held in Johannesburg. This 
report showed where the gaps were in the Circle research 
and writing in the area of gender, faith and HIV and AIDS 
in Africa. In this way, future Circle researchers are given 
direction as to which themes they need to place emphasis 
upon.

While the example of the CIRCLE in Africa shows that 
some progress can be made if women theologians stand and 
network together it is equally true to be reminded of the 
fact that in many cases it is only a small minority of women 
who are reached and affected by changes of empowerment 
and much of the work remains to be done. We must not 
be satisfied with tokenism, like having only one woman 
on the faculty or serving as women pastors only in smaller 
congregations instead of being equally represented and eli-
gible in all positions with men. As a summary we might 
conclude in the words of a consultation on “Women’s Per-
spectives on Mission and Theological Education in the 21st 
Century” in Bossey in 1-4th December 2008:

•   “We mourn:
•   That women have often been invisible, their contri-

bution has been undervalued, and they have been 
marginalized within the structures of knowledge 
and power.

•   That women were not full participants of Edinburgh 
1910 and that the contributions of women to mis-
sion were not well-represented at Edinburgh 1910.

•   We celebrate:
•   That the status and role of women in society and in 

church has advanced in many contexts and in many 
ways. We have women theologians and women in 
ordained and lay ministry. More doors of seminar-
ies and theological faculties have opened to women 
as well as increased opportunities for lay formation. 
There has been a proliferation of feminist theologi-
cal literature around the world. Women have been 
active in advocacy and their ministries increasingly 
recognized.

With regard to the present,

•   We regret:
•   That resistance still exists in church and society to the 

full participation of women in societal structures.

•   We affirm:
•   The priceless contribution of women theological 

educators who have brought women into the scene 
of mission and theological education, the many 
women’s networks that support women in their call 
to be agents of transformation in the world, and the 
existing partnerships between women and men.

•   The commitment of the organizers of Edinburgh 
2010 to have balanced representation of women 
and men and people from the global south and 
global north.

With regard to the future,

•   We sound the alarm:
•   That progress made is not being sustained in many 

places. Funding and support for feminist theology 
and gender studies is being seriously reduced. The 
proportion of women on some theological faculties 
is decreasing. Many men have not been adequately 
empowered to partner with women in our mutual 
mission.

•   We commit ourselves, in hope:
•   To challenge churches and theological schools to 

proclaim and practice the full participation of 
women and men in the mending of creation.

•   To work towards the eradication of violence against 
women by involving both women and men to chal-
lenge domination and violence.”90

10) Theological Education in a Religiously Plural World—
Common Concerns
One of the major challenges facing theological education 
at the start of the twenty-first century is that of helping to 
equip the churches to respond to religious plurality.91 The 
societal and cultural contexts within which this challenge 

90. “Mission for All: Full Participation in the Mending of 
Creation”, (paper presented at the Towards Edinburgh 2010: 
Women’s Perspectives on Mission and Theological Education in 
the 21st Century, Ecumenical Institute Bossey, December 2008).
91. The following is from a paper received by the study group from 
Michael Ipgrave, who is currently Archdeacon of Southwark in the 
Anglican Church of England, and was previously national inter-
faith adviser both for the Church of England and for Churches 
Together in Britain and Ireland.



14557: Global Study Report of the WCC on the Future of Theological Education in World Christianity

is to be addressed are very varied—one particularly signifi-
cant difference being between theological education in the 
historic heartlands of ‘Christendom’, where religious plu-
rality is being experienced as a relatively new phenomenon, 
and theological education in societies where the churches 
have throughout recent history lived as minorities among 
other faith communities. In any context, though, there are 
at least three interrelated dimensions of theological edu-
cation which will need to be developed in the inter-faith 
area: namely, learning about other faiths; equipping the 
church’s ministry with the pastoral capacity to engage posi-
tively inter-faith relations; and exploring the fundamental 
theological presuppositions and implications of inter-faith 
encounter.92

Firstly, knowledge of the beliefs, practices and atti-
tudes of other faith communities is an important prereq-
uisite for theological education in contexts where people’s 
lives have been shaped by different religious traditions, and 
such contexts are now found in virtually all societies. As 
the earliest theological school, that of Alexandria, provided 
an understanding of the dominant Greek philosophical 
traditions of the patristic period, so today an awareness 
of Islamic, Hindu, Buddhist and other traditions is indis-
pensable for training in Christian theology.

A certain amount of understanding of other faiths can 
of course be obtained by textual and academic studies—
it is notable indeed that missionary scholars were among 
the pioneers in bringing a knowledge of ‘Eastern religions’ 
to Western audiences through their translation activities. 
However, it is increasingly being realized that a Christian 
account of, say, ‘Islam’ may well differ appreciably from 
a Muslim’s own account of what her faith means to her. 
In fact, there is need of a two-stage educational process, 
described by Gavin D’Costa by the successive terms ‘auto-
interpretation’ and ‘hetero-interpretation’.93 Thus, those 
being educated theologically need first to hear what Islam 
means to a Muslim, and then they need to reflect on that 
in the light of their own Christian faith. Without the for-
mer, theological education remains an introspective exer-
cise without the challenge of the other; without the latter, 
it does not go beyond a religious phenomenology. Chris-
tian theological institutions need urgently to consider how 
they can create a relationship of collegiality with other faith 
institutions which will allow both auto- and hetero- inter-
pretation to inform their teaching and learning.

92. Samuel Amirtham et al., Ministerial Formation in a Multifaith 
Milieu: Implications of Interfaith Dialogue for Theological Education 
(Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1986).
93. Gavin D’Costa, Christianity and World Religions: Disputed 
Questions in the Theology of Religions (Malden, MA: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009).

Secondly, insofar as theological education is designed 
to equip men and women for pastoral ministry and leader-
ship in mission in the churches, it has to develop within 
them the ability to navigate the complexities of inter-faith 
relations with confidence, sensitivity and integrity. Such a 
navigational ability is not merely a matter of acquiring a set 
of skills; at a more fundamental level, it is the formation 
of a set of attitudes arising from a Christian orientation 
towards the other. This orientation has been described by 
Michael Barnes94 as an ‘ethical heterology’: a living out of 
the conviction that I and my community can only attend 
to God if we attend to the attendance on God of other 
individuals and communities. The practical import of such 
a heterology for ministerial training can be seen from two 
examples.

At the level of interpersonal relationships, a growing 
number of marriages involve couples of different faiths. 
From the perspective of religious leadership, inter-faith 
marriages have often been seen as a threat to the handing 
on of faith to the next generations, and there is doubtless 
some substance in this concern. Nevertheless, the pastoral 
needs of the couple, and of their wider families, require 
a ministerial response which can engage sympathetically 
with the realities of another religion, and the develop-
ment of such sympathy will rely on ministerial formation. 
At a communal level, in a world where many conflicts are 
linked, with more or less justice, to religious difference, 
it is essential that Christian pastors and leaders recognize 
that building bridges to other communities, committing 
to relationships of trust and understanding across religious 
divides, is part of the ministry of reconciliation. Such rela-
tionships will be more robust and durable insofar as they 
are rooted in an orientation which sees leadership in the 
church as not just defending the interests of the Christian 
community, but also having a care for the religious other.

Thirdly, theological education in and for the inter-
faith arena must include theology. This may seem a truism, 
but in fact it is easy for engagement with other religions to 
be kept apart from the core matter of developing credible 
ways to believe the faith today. When this happens, ‘inter-
faith’ may be seen either as a tiresome necessity imposed 
by the recalcitrant persistence of other religions, or as the 
latest enthusiasm opened to the church by the challenges 
of contemporary life. Serious recent theological reflection 
in this area, by contrast, links inter-faith engagement to 
the heartlands of Christian theology—it is in the core 
affirmations of Christian faith that motivations for inter-
religious encounter are to be found, and that encounter in 
turn reflects back on the churches’ understanding of that 

94. Michael Barnes, Theology and the Dialogue of Religions, 
Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine (Cambridge, U.K.; New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 2002).
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faith. Three themes in particular can be briefly identified as 
significant in this respect: scripture, mission and Trinity.

Studying the scriptures in a situation of religious 
plurality can recover an inter-faith engagement which 
has been, as it were, encoded in the texts themselves ever 
since their original formation in multi-religious contexts. 
Thus Israel among the nations each following their own 
god, and the early church amidst the multiple religions 
and philosophies of the Roman Empire, both had to con-
tend with what today would be called inter faith issues. 
In terms of theological education, this means that the 
inter-faith agenda is at the heart of Biblical studies, not 
isolated as an appendix to be considered when the substan-
tive theological work has already been done. In a similar 
way, inter-religious encounter is to be seen as part of mis-
siology. Proclamation and dialogue belong together within 
the church’s evangelizing mission. In practice, this poses a 
challenge to theology, which has often separated out dia-
logue and evangelism as alternatives practiced by different 
persuasions within the church; there is ongoing work for 
Christians in developing a more integrated approach here. 
Finally, the mission of the church is itself a sharing in the 
mission of God, which arises from the heart of the Trinity, 
as the Father sends the Son and the Spirit into the world. It 
is striking that much recent theology looks to a Trinitarian 
pattern as a key resource for Christian engagement in inter-
faith encounter—the 2008 Anglican document Generous 
Love,95 prepared for the Lambeth Conference, for exam-
ple, speaks of Christians maintaining a presence among 
communities of other faiths as signs of Christ’s body, of 
transformation of society in the power of the Spirit, and of 
giving and receiving hospitality as a sign of the generosity 
of the Father. These are high aspirations to set for inter-
faith encounter, and the realities of Christian behaviour 
often falls short; but the role of theological education is to 
set a vision grounded in the reality of the God and lived 
out in the complexities of our multi-religious world.

In summary it might be stated:

a)   inter-religious dialogue for theological education in the 
21st century is not an arbitrary option, but a necessary 
pre-condition and obligatory and basic dimension;

b)   inter-faith concerns should be integrated into all disci-
plines of theology and not delegated just to one branch 
or special module and seminar;

95. Anglican Communion Network for Inter Faith Concerns, 
“Generous Love: The Truth of the Gospel and the Call to Dialogue 
an Anglican Theology of Inter Faith Relations “ http://www.
acommonword.com/lib/downloads/generous_love_A4_with_
foreward.pdf

c)   inter-religious encounters and inter-faith dialogue still 
in many cases are not fully and organically integrated 
into the mainstream theological curriculum although 
there is a lot more rhetoric on inter-faith dialogue today.

d)   inter-faith learning cannot take place without sharing 
(and/or further deepening) one’s own personal journey 
of direct encounters with people of other living faiths.

e)   sharing appropriate resources for innovative models on 
inter-faith learning is of extreme importance for the 
future of theological education.96 

11) The Role of Theological Education in Christian Youth 
Leadership Formation—Urgent Needs and Future Priorities
The majority of Christians in the South are young and 
below the age of 40. The consequences of this for theo-
logical education are barely drawn and thoroughly inves-
tigated. Members of the WCC- ECHOs commission have 
challenged this study group to rethink the understanding, 
outreach and methodology of theological education with 
regard to the increasing relevance of Youth.97

Youth ecumenical formation is undoubtedly the most 
vital and crucial part of theological education, as educating 
youth means equipping the future generations theologi-
cally in order to face the challenges of their time. In this 
perspective, we believe that youth ecumenical formation 
does not refer only to the 18 to 30 years old age group, but 
it should be an educational process already starting from 
the early age of 7 years old—when children’s formal edu-
cation usually begins—and continuing throughout their 
life as teenagers and adults. Thus ecumenical formation 
should be approached as an ongoing educational process, 
whose coherent aim through its different stages is serving 
to build-up the Body of Christ, in other words the unity 
of the Church.

Consequentially, there are two points that need to be 
emphasized. First, there should be a clear re- affirmation 
of the broader vision of theological education, and careful 
long-term planning. In this sense, the goal of youth ecu-
menical formation has to be clarified and underlined, and 
attention must be given so that all initiatives and projects in 
the different phases of formation serve this purpose. Espe-
cially in the midst of the global economic crisis, we believe 
it is urgent to ensure that resources spent on theological 

96. NIFCON is the Network for Inter Faith Concerns across 
the Anglican Communion, “Mission Statement” http://nifcon.
anglicancommunion.org/index.cfm.
97. The following is from Natalie Maxson and Katerina Pekridou 
(WCC Youth Programme/Faith and Order) originally written 
under the title, “Ecumenical Youth Formation as Integral Part of 
Theological Education,” (2009) and sent to the study group as a 
contribution.
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education serve its specific goal and that they are spent in 
effective ways, so that concrete outcomes of transformation 
are traced in the faith communities. Secondly, youth have 
different needs depending on the different age groups, as 
well as the different cultural, ethnic and religious contexts 
(multi-religious or atheistic contexts, minority churches, 
ethnic churches etc.). Young people can never be treated 
as a homogenous group. Ecumenical formation cannot 
disregard these different needs, but should respond to and 
satisfy them based on an interdisciplinary approach while 
maintaining an overall inter-religious understanding.

In this Historical Moment—What Young Ecumenists Are 
Inheriting
A key question we must consider in the area of theological 
education with each new generation is how has the ecu-
menical movement affected our theological institutions and 
churches up until now, if at all? What ecumenical common 
sense does each new generation grow up with? In this spe-
cific historical moment we look back at one hundred years 
since the mission conference in Edinburgh 1910 in which 
young leaders played a key role. We look back at the past 
20 some years of churches in dialogue on Baptism, Eucha-
rist and Ministry. We look back over thirty years since the 
World Conference on Faith, Science and the Future at the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). The Second 
Vatican Council which influenced the Roman Catholic 
Church and its relations with other churches along with 
these other major ecumenical landmarks are well ingrained 
in what we might consider the “ecumenical common 
knowledge” available to this generation .

All of this builds towards a certain communally held 
understanding of where we are in the ecumenical journey. 
And while it may seem we are just celebrating a “bunch of 
anniversaries”, we must critically discern the way forward 
and examine how theological education is responding to 
emerging issues today. The ecumenical movement may 
easily become trapped in a mode of nostalgia or a sort of 
fatigue. Young people tend to have little patience for this 
and it is essential to remember that a new generation is just 
discovering the gems of Christian unity. It should not be 
underestimated that for each new generation, discovering 
together with other Christians the message of unity in the 
prayer of Jesus (John 17: 21, “that all of them may be one, 
Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they 
also be in us so that the world may believe that you have 
sent me.”) can profoundly impact one’s life.

Young people pose many challenges to traditional 
and institutional theological education insofar as many 
are engaged in Christian communities outside the con-
fines of conventional churches or denominations. In some 

churches young people’s presence and involvement is con-
tinually diminishing while in other churches and countries 
youth make up a disproportionate part of the population 
however, this is rarely reflected in the church leadership. 
It should also be realized more clearly in church leader-
ship and ecumenical bodies that it is predominantly youth 
which presents a generation very often exposed to trauma-
tized experiences of wounds from violence, dislocation of 
families and the fabric of society, of conflicts and geno-
cides, uncertainty of the future and disintegration of Chris-
tian families. It is the youth which bears the shadow sides 
of so many unsolved conflicts of today’s world while at the 
same time raising its voices as a sign of hunger for meaning, 
for hope and for better education. Nonetheless, many cases 
would show that young people are hungry for spirituality, 
meaningful community, mentorship, peace, justice and to 
grow in their Christian faith. Churches and theological 
institutions must ask how they are relevant to the younger 
generation. What are young people searching for today and 
what is theological education offering? A successful way to 
find out is to work directly with young people and be open 
to their suggestions and opinions.

Young people find themselves in different positions 
while engaging with theological education. For instance, 
youth are directly engaged in theological training to 
become pastors, priests, teachers, lay leaders etc. In addi-
tion, young people also play important roles in church 
congregations, Christian NGOs and ecumenical networks 
or organizations without necessarily having formal theo-
logical training. In this case, all those engaged in theologi-
cal education, both young and old, are challenged to share 
their knowledge, experience and talents with one another.

In some contexts, young people go through theologi-
cal training but find few opportunities to serve the church. 
However in other situations, churches are in desperate 
need of pastors and leadership and not enough people are 
engaged in theological education. How can we face such 
challenges together as an ecumenical family? Can we share 
gifts and resources so that we proclaim the good news of 
the gospel by word, deed, prayer and worship, and the 
everyday witness in Christian life? In what ways can we 
help one another to carry on our mission in the world as 
Christians?

When Theological Education is oriented towards 
building up and strengthening the relationship between 
people and God, with one another, and the whole creation, 
it can be regarded as participation in God’s mission for the 
human race and creation. It can be a way to rise up a strong 
new generation of Christian leaders for whom the vision of 
Christian unity—and in extension the communion of all 
people with one another, God and creation—is an integral 
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part of their identity and understanding of the church’s 
mission. Through ecumenical formation, young people 
discover that they are part of something bigger and deeper 
than they could ever imagine, and is a factor that has often 
strengthened young people’s commitment to the church. 
This commitment transforms into an enormous potential 
to reinvigorate and renew the church.

Holistic and Intergenerational Approaches to Theological 
Education
We must ask ourselves how far ecumenical formation has 
advanced along with new methods or holistic approaches 
to education. We can apply the model of Incarnation to 
theological education as a way to provide educational 
methods that embrace the human person as a whole. As 
Christ fully received human nature and renewed it in Him, 
so must theological education receive fully the human per-
son (soul, mind, body, senses, imagination), transform it 
and prepare it to be sent in the contemporary society. But 
holistic education is also that which relates the person to 
the whole community and engages that whole community 
with the knowledge and experience from communities of 
the past, as well as the challenges and concerns of future 
communities.

A holistic character of theological education would 
envisage intergenerational and interdisciplinary perspec-
tives in combining spirituality, bible, pastoral care, mission 
and important contextual issues that the local community 
and whole Christian family face. Theological education 
needs to equip people to tackle emerging issues so that the 
education remains relevant for the community.

Theological education is not only the transmission of 
Christian faith and ecclesial tradition from one generation 
to the other, but learning from the gifts, talents, experi-
ences and expertise of people of all ages. An intergenera-
tional approach necessitates the longer term vision of the 
ecumenical movement and theological education because 
it encourages a broader and richer perspective on theology 
and ecumenism representing the needs of people at dif-
ferent stages in their life. Inherent in such an approach is 
the understanding that each generation may offer valuable 
contributions and in doing so challenge norms that may 
limit how we conceive of knowledge or who holds knowl-
edge. Theological knowledge is communally held and is a 
resource for all people. Intergenerational approaches affirm 
the concept that learning continues throughout our life 
time and the importance of bridging the gap between gen-
erations so we can listen and learn from one another.

Theological Education and Ecumenical Challenges
Often when the World Council of Churches organizes ecu-
menical learning programmes seminary students who par-
ticipate explain that they do not meet other young people 
outside of their own church tradition. Some young people 
have followed up this concern by starting local ecumenical 
projects that bring students together from different semi-
naries either to pray, socialize or organize a joint workshop 
on a topic of interest. In every case it is essential that inter-
national ecumenical formation experiences are followed up 
with local action. Ecumenism at a global level can be very 
attractive or sound exciting but if it is not combined with 
practical ways to increase contact and cooperation between 
Christians in their local setting then such ecumenical 
encounters become nothing more than tourism.

Some questions that may be pertinent to those engag-
ing in theological education: How does theological edu-
cation make concrete attempts to bring young Christians 
together locally? How does theological education help 
young people to make the connection between local reali-
ties with global concerns? How does it help young people 
to feel part of a larger Christian history and family? How 
such education is made accessible to young people despite 
ethnicity, gender, ability or class? How does theological 
education relate to young women and young men and 
encourage them to work together as equal partners by rais-
ing- awareness about gender and power? How does theo-
logical education renew the church and encourage young 
people to invest their talents and time? How does theo-
logical education make ecumenism accessible for practical 
exploration in the church and everyday encounters?

Sometimes we witness that the ecumenical movement 
suffers from a lack of vision and loss of direction or enthu-
siasm. Perhaps this is a side effect of institutionalization of 
ecumenism over the last one hundred years or more. We 
need to reaffirm why Christians need each other and why 
we are called to be the one Church of Christ. For young 
Christians encountering each other for the first time the 
promise of unity is often an exciting possibility.

Theological education can serve as a bridge in two 
ways. Firstly, to help transfer knowledge from generation 
to generation about both the achievements, failures and 
ongoing challenges of the ecumenical movement. This will 
help young people to have a sense of ownership of the ecu-
menical legacy and understand the history that they inherit 
and will ultimately shape. Secondly to facilitate the recep-
tion of major church agreements or processes into local 
reality and practical follow up. Much work is still needed 
in this area so that the major landmarks and achievements 
of the ecumenical movement have resonance and relevance 
in local church contexts. There is a gap between what 
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church leaders and confessions decide together and how 
this reaches local congregants. Theological education could 
help the ecumenical movement to work less with top down 
approaches but rather discover the needs from the local 
churches first and ensure this informs larger ecumenical 
processes through participatory methods. Theological edu-
cation can also mediate communication between different 
ecumenical actors and be the testing ground for innovative 
thinking and new approaches to our work.98

In this area one particular issue might need to be men-
tioned specifically which refers to the increasing relevance 
of children’s ministries within Christianity in the South-
ern hemisphere. Children’s ministries - though present-
ing a long tradition within the Sunday School Movement 
since decades have been a neglected area in much of formal 
theological education. Keeping in mind that children form 
the future of the church and children often belong to the 
most vulnerable and oppressed groups of society it is in 
children’s ministries that many of the crucial challenges of 
holistic Christian mission today will surface. It is encour-
aging therefore that at some place innovative theological 
training takes place with regard to enabling and qualifying 
children’s ministries in the churches. One key example for 
this is Petra College in South Africa which is an indepen-
dent Christian training centre in South Africa focused on 
children’s ministry.99 Petra has a very specific vision or 
‘dream’: ‘We share God’s desire that the lost and broken 
children will be found and restored in healing Christian 
families and communities, to join Him in transforming 
society’. This means that this College gives priority to 

98. There are some helpful examples of ecumenical education 
for young people which could serve as inspiring other churches 
and networks to develop similar programmes: The “School for 
Ecumenical Leadership Formation—S.E.L.F.” is organized 
together with the World Student Christian Federation in Asia/
Pacific region and Christian Conference of Asia and regularly 
brings together young Christians from a variety of countries. 
“Revitalizing the Ecumenical Movement through Ecumenical 
Leadership Formation for the Youth and Students,” http://
www.wscfap.org. Also the Finnish Ecumenical Council has an 
ecumenical training programme which is called KETKO which 
is worth being mentioned. It should be encouraged to share 
other and similar initiatives and success stories programmes for 
ecumenical formation and theological education involving Youth 
as the future of the church in the 21st century. “Home,” http://
www.ekumenia.fi.
99. Petra College was established 20 years ago to train Sunday 
school teachers and children’s club leaders, but soon realized that 
the church itself needs to be equipped for children’s ministry. 
Currently Petra College is working in partnerships with national 
churches, ecumenical bodies and faith based organizations 
(primarily in Africa, but also beyond). “Home,” http://www.petra.
co.za/.

partnerships with churches and organizations working in 
contexts of poverty, deprivation and persecution.100

II) Changing Contexts and Case Studies for 
Theological Education

12) Changing context for theological education in the 21st 
century
When we look back and review the mission history since 
Edinburgh 1910 it can be affirmed that some major 
advancement was made in some areas, namely the creation 
and pluralization of independent institutions of theological 
education in the churches of the South. Also some major 
efforts have been made in order to work out indigenous 
and contextualized models of theological education. At 
the same time it is the conviction of this study paper that 
new and old challenges in the area of theological education 
continue and persist to hamper the relevance and accessi-
bility of theological education for Christian mission today. 
Some crucial challenges seem to be even more dramatic 
than 100 hundred years ago. Thus there is an urgency for 
increasing coordinated efforts for international networking 
and solidarity in promoting theological education in the 
fellowship of churches. Some would speak of an emerging 
global crisis in theological education which are becoming 
obvious increasingly and will be marking the next decades 
in the 21st century, having the potential of endangering 
the very future and integrity of World Christianity. Others 
would speak of major challenges for theological education 
in the period immediately ahead. Just a few factors should 
be mentioned along these lines:

a)  The absolute majority of resources for theological educa-
tion—both teaching staff, scholarship funds, theological 
libraries and publications—are still located in the North, 
whereas the majority needs and demands for theological 

100. Training programmes in Petra College South Africa are 
designed according to the needs of the partner. Since experiential 
learning is a key to the programme, most of the training is done 
within the context of the partner. The result is that the partner 
organization can test and multiply the programme with relative 
ease. Petra College also assists the organization in drawing up 
and implementing its own strategic plan for children’s ministry. 
As part of this plan a team from the partner will be equipped for 
children’s ministry (defined as ministry to, with, through and on 
behalf of children). A key concept is ‘hospitality’—welcoming 
children (in terms of Mat 18:5). Therefore children’s ministry is 
seen as relational (rather than programmatic), experiential (rather 
than theoretical), holistic (rather than sectional), transformational 
(rather than educational), intergenerational (rather than 
segregated), contextual (rather than general), etc. Participants to 
the programme learn how to apply children’s ministry skills and 
principles in different contexts. Ibid.
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education, in a situation marked by a remarkable shift 
of the centre of gravity of world Christianity, are in the 
Southern hemisphere.101 The Association of Theologi-
cal Schools in the United States and Canada has more 
than 250 member institutions; in the whole of South 
East Asia there are only 104 theological education insti-
tutions (related to ATESEA), in the whole of South 
and Central Africa there is only a very small number 
of (maybe three) functioning associations of theologi-
cal education (like ATISCA, WAATI and EAATI). The 
average full costs for one student place per year in Princ-
eton Theological Seminary are some 60.000 USD, the 
average costs for a B.Th. student place in an institution 
for theological education in Nepal are just 1000 USD 
per annum. Access to PhD scholarships, to theological 
library resources and to research visits for theological 
students from churches in the South, in countries of the 
Northern hemisphere, becomes ever more restricted and 
difficult—not least due to heavy restrictions on visas and 
increased health insurance costs.

b)  According to the UNESCO Report on Higher Educa-
tion in the world in 2007 the twenty-first century has 
begun with an explosion in the number of higher educa-
tion students.102 According to UNESCO, enrolment has 
increased approximately from 72 million in 1999 to 133 
million in 2004. Excluding North America and Western 
Europe, enrolment in the rest of the world more than 
doubled in these five years, with an increase from 41.1 
million to 99.1 million. China alone increased its share 
from 6.4 million in 1999 to 19.4 million in 2004, giving 
it the largest higher education enrolment in the world 
at more than 23 million in 2005. This massive expan-
sion is taking place for at least two reasons: an increase 
in social demand for higher education and an increase 
in the economic need for more highly educated human 
resources.103 What is shown in these global figures con-
cerning dramatic increase in demands for general higher 
education due to younger and dynamic populations in 
Asia and Africa also is reflected in growing demands for 
theological education and theological study programmes 

101. Unfortunately the Global Christian Database is not yet 
offering exact statistical data on the allocation of resources and 
institutions of theological education par country and continent. To 
collect reliable world data on spread and accessibility of theological 
education programme and institutions is still an issue worth a PhD 
on its own.
102. More information on the UNESCO Report on Higher 
Education in the world 2007 on the website of «Global Universities 
Network for Innovation»(GUNI) http://www.guni-rmies.net/
info/default.php?id=89 or the website of the publisher Palgrave 
Macmillan http://www.palgrave.com/pdfs/0230000479.pdf ).
103. UNESCO Report on Higher Education in the World 2007, 4.

in many countries of the South. There are grave regional 
discrepancies in terms of availability and accessibility of 
institutions of higher theological education between dif-
ferent countries (such as between South India and 
Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh or Vietnam and Cambodia) 
and also between different regions within one country. 
The impression is that in some areas the institutional 
capacities for theological education are not keeping 
pace with the growing needs and demands for theologi-
cal education. In a great number of countries theologi-
cal (and any other higher) education still takes place 
under appalling conditions (erratic electricity supply or 
‘dirty electricity’ problems; long distances to reach for a 
theological college; no scholarships available for theo-
logical students; libraries totally ill-equipped; no work-
stations for theological students). In Nepal for instance 
where the number of Christians has grown from zero to 
900.000 only within the past fifty years, many pastors 
have only a rudimentary 5-month training programme 
which enables them to read the Bible and to pray. There 
is an enormous zeal to serve God, but an enormous lack 
of well-trained pastors and theological educators and 
still no M.Th. course can be offered in that country. 
Another example, standing out on its own, is certainly 
China where for a growing number of Christians there 
are only some 3000 ordained pastors, many of whom 
have to shepherd up to 4000 Christians or more due to 
lack of well-trained pastors. There are also many theo-
logical education institutions in Africa which lack the 
basic equipment in terms of a proper selection of key 
text books for their theological libraries. The capacity to 
provide theological education is far from keeping pace 
with church growth and regional needs. The picture is 
worsening because demographically Christian popula-
tions in the West are shrinking whereas in Africa and 
Asia Christian populations are young and growing fast.

c)  It can be argued that in the past hundred years of mis-
sion history there was a predominant trend to export mod-
els and curricula of theological education from the West 
(which have been coined and formed within a Constantin-
ian or post-Constantinian104 church setting) into contexts 

104. Today, in many situations in the South Christians live 
and practice their faith in context similar to that of Christians 
before Christianity was accepted by Constantine and given to it 
a respectable status as a state religion, the religion of the Empire. 
In these situations of churches in the South, Christians are a 
minority with no political clout, no social status compared to 
other religious communities. In some circumstances they are even 
despised and persecuted with charges that they belong to a foreign 
religion and culture (See the challenges that Christians face for 
instance in Indonesia, India, Pakistan, Egypt, and Nigeria). Some 
of those Christian communities which have come into being due 
to Western missionary activity during the colonial era on the other 
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in the South which in most cases have a pre-Constantinian 
setting. Many of the problems and unsolved challenges 
for contextualization of theological education in the 
churches of the South are related to this background. 
Much of what is happening in evangelical or Pentecos-
tal theological education can be regarded as reflecting or 
answering a pre-Constantinian church situation whereas 
much of what is developed in mainline Protestantism 
and established churches is reflecting the predicaments 
of a post-Constantinian setting. It can be seen as one of 
the fundamental tasks of the global missionary move-
ment today to strengthen the self-reliance and indepen-
dence of theological education institutions and curricula 
in churches of the South which have to adapt themselves 
to pre-Constantinian settings

d)  The increasing demand for theological education in the 
South has also given rise to a mushrooming of new colleges 
and Bible schools in many regions many of which have an 
unstable institutional existence. While the proliferation 
of theological colleges and Bible schools reflects a genu-
ine desire for access to theological education the com-
mercialization of theological education is leading also to 
negative side-effects. Quite a few of the new schools (for 
instance in Latin America) offer only light and “fast food 
theological education”, having no libraries, no worked 
out curricula and no common educational framework, 
but offer impressive titles. Many of the new schools also 
do not have experience or connection to the organized 
ecumenical movement or the established association 
of theological schools in the different regions which in 
many cases serve as accrediting or qualifying networks 
for their members. In some contexts it is also the unac-
commodating nature of the established theological 
institutions which has contributed to the mushroom-
ing of theological colleges. The fragmentation, lack of 
unity and common standards, and disintegration in the 

hand had enjoyed special status during the Western colonial time 
but then had to adjust to the new reality of having no privilege 
and position as in the colonial days. Therefore they need to rethink 
their practice of Christianity and of their mission task in a mindset 
and spirit of pre- Constantinian Christianity. Just following the 
practice of Christianity as it was introduced/taught to them will 
not help them in their new context. A “Constantinian” church 
setting thus would be defined here as a church setting which is 
marked by a majority situation of Christianity which—like after 
the 4th century—has become something like a state- religion, 
recognized, privileged and supported by the state or very favorable 
church-state relations. A pre- Constantinian church setting would 
be defined as an institutional and socio-political environment of 
Christianity in which it experiences itself as a minority, sometimes 
only tolerated, sometimes actively discriminated against by the 
majority religion or state authority with different or no religious 
value systems.

landscape of theological education in several contexts, 
has reached an unprecedented level at the beginning of 
the 21st century, less than 100 years after 1910. Western 
Christianity though has no reason to exclude itself from 
self-criticism in this regard as fragmented Christianity 
for centuries also has given rise to a fragmented picture 
and landscape of theological educations in the West. 
Thus all are in need to critically review their own priori-
ties and support for unity and ecumenical cooperation 
in theological education.

e)  Established institutions of theological education from 
historical mainline churches on the other hand in some 
cases have increasing difficulties to cover their expenses and 
to keep programmes running due to shrinking membership 
and financial setbacks of historical churches. Interdenomi-
national colleges are under pressure. In some churches 
there is an increasing shortage of ministers because insti-
tutions of theological education cannot offer sufficient 
places for studying theology or the number of enrolments 
for ministerial formation programmes is going down 
(Lutheran Churches in South Africa; United Method-
ist Churches in US, Churches in Britain, Churches in 
Germany, Churches in Scandinavia…)

f )  As church funds are dwindling and financial support for 
church-based seminary types of theological education 
has become fragile and unreliable in contexts both in the 
South as well as in the North there is a trend and some 
pressures in certain contexts to move to state-funded Depart-
ments of Religious Education. In several cases Theologi-
cal Faculties which were closely related to churches and 
serve both ministerial formation programmes as well 
as general religious education programmes were being 
transformed into mere Departments of Religious Stud-
ies which are integrated into larger Faculties of Humani-
ties (for example in UNISA, South Africa). While also 
new opportunities can be implied within these new sce-
narios (more openness and potential for interdisciplin-
ary research and academic recognition, more financial 
stability, overcoming of one- sided dependency from 
one major denominational tradition) this also poses 
some questions: How is the inner coherence and church-
related responsibility of theological education exercised if 
the structural framework does not any longer allow staff 
to emphasize ministerial formation? How are churches 
enabled to continue to formulate their own priorities 
and directives for theological education if they are struc-
turally no longer related to the institutional framework 
of theological education in their countries?

g)  The age, gender and denominational backgrounds of new 
generations entering theological education programmes are 



152 Ecumenical Visions

continuing to change dramatically with regional differences: 
Fewer students are entering theological education with 
the explicit and firm aim of ordained ministry. Students 
tend to be older and already have family commitments, 
and come from more diverse backgrounds than formerly, 
some are without foundational Christian formation, an 
increasing number are from charismatic and Pentecostal 
backgrounds, many with their own work commitments 
along with their programme of studies—though the pic-
ture varies considerably regionally (for African theologi-
cal institutions it is reported for instance that more and 
more young people are enrolling to study theology and 
enter clergy formation programmes). Surveys in the US 
show that more and more adults are entering theologi-
cal seminaries. In the United Methodist Church in the 
US for instance less than 4% of the ordained ministers 
today are below 35 years old—the clergy thereby aging 
dramatically, posing some questions about how to reach 
out to the younger generation and the future of minis-
try. Many churches therefore have developed “multiple 
paths of preparation for ordination”, most of which 
would not require a seminary degree and would increase 
non-seminary and non-academic types of preparation 
for ordination thus integrating some models which have 
been common in much of the Holiness and Pentecostal 
traditions which have never required seminary educa-
tion for the majority of their ministers.105

h)  The real impact of theological research and theological 
knowledge on the church, on the orientation and actual 
practice of pastoral ministries, sermons and Bible stud-
ies, is not easy to measure, but remains questionable from 
some perspectives. Some argue that there still remains 
a huge gap between the production and dissemination 
of academic theological knowledge with good insights 
based on proper theological and Biblical research, as 
over against the popular Christian publications, reli-
gious literature, hymns and sermons which inspire the 
daily realities of parish and believers’ lives. In many cases 
what is missing are proper forms of popularized theology 
which can communicate to Christians at the grassroots. 
Instead populist theological idioms tend to dominate 
and to be disseminated in pamphlets and ‘light’ reli-
gious literature which are not informed by sound and 
good contextualized academic theology.106 In several 
places there is a search for new models of an ‘organic 
theology’ which would not repeat the failures of some of 
the ‘academic theology’ in the West which tends to dis-

105. TP Weber, “The Seminaries and the Churches: Looking for 
New Relationships,” Theological Education 44, no. 1 (2008).
106. Francois Swanepoel, Lecture for Joint Conference of Theological 
Societies (Stellenbosch University: UNISA, 2009).

connect with the real life of the church and the faithful, 
but instead would help in the production of a theology, 
literature, poems, teaching and hymns that enhance the 
life, witness and growth of the local church.107 There are 
also contexts in which church leadership, in terms of its 
integrity and spiritual leadership role, is in a deplorable 
state which again poses questions as to how theological 
education should be geared in order to produce integrity 
and accountability in leadership and ministry.

i)  There is a backwards trend and a cutting back in terms 
of interdenominational, intercultural and ecumenical pro-
grammes in theological education. the number of chairs 
and institutes for missiology, World Christianity and/or 
Ecumenism Courses has been reduced in some regions 
(Western Europe; India). As many endowment funds are 
going down in their returns interdenominational theo-
logical colleges and joint programmes for theological 
education have more difficulties to become financially self-
reliant and viable then ever before. Trends are increasing 
that many denominations, even smaller churches or dio-
ceses prefer to have their own little college of theological 
education instead of joining in with an existing interde-
nominational college. Thus even long-established inter-
denominational theological colleges are getting weaker 
and suffer from withdrawal or diminishing of support 
from member churches.

j)  Many churches as well as funding organizations in devel-
opmental work are feeling unable to give proper prior-
ity importance to theological education in their budget 
plans; the international financial support (and lobby) for 
promoting ecumenical theological education has remained 
or become small. With a heavily reduced programme 
on ETE in WCC from 2010 onwards the chances for 
international networking and lobbying are again being 
reduced or need to be re-invented via different means 
and channels.

k)  Due to shrinking budgets and low salaries for theologi-
cal educators in many countries of the South a number 
of theological faculties or seminaries have to rely mainly on 
part-time lecturers and cannot employ full-time lecturers 
any more (or only to a lesser extent), thus reducing enor-
mously the capacities of theological educators from the 
South to enter into research projects and to contribute 
to indigenous theological research or the development 
of contextualized new theological textbooks for theo-
logical colleges in the South. There are cases in which 
a theological colleges is forced to operate only with 
one or two full-time professors while all other teaching 

107. Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 4th 
ed. (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2007).
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staff works only part-time—a situation which leads to 
burned out syndromes , exhaustion and overburdening 
on the side of those remaining full-time. In addition 
church boards often resort to Deans and Principles of 
theological colleges in trying to answer their needs in the 
search for appropriate candidates for bishop’s positions 
which in turn leads to lack of continuity on the side of 
well-trained theological educators.

l)  There are also many instances in which there are major 
problems of proper and qualified governance in institutions 
of theological education. Established principles regarding 
rotating responsibility for leadership roles like Principal 
or Treasurer according to denominational affiliation are 
not always guaranteed to attract highly qualified leader-
ship staff. People are sometimes appointed for the wrong 
reasons and do not bring proper competence in tertiary 
education systems or in the management of budgets. 
Also the rotating period is often too short to make a 
real impact and to tackle some of the root problems and 
instabilities in theological education.

m)  Many associations of theological schools in Africa (and 
partly also in Asia and in Latin America) remain fragile 
and unstable due to lack of continuous funding, one-
sided dependency from sources in the west and lack 
of commitment from individual member schools or 
shifts of accreditation processes to government-related 
agencies. Thus commitment to common curriculum 
development or common methodological training of 
theological educators is low. We still need major efforts 
to strengthen the financial autonomy, the functionality 
and organizational effectiveness of associations of theo-
logical schools worldwide.

n)  There continues to occur a tangible brain drain of highly 
trained theologians from countries of the South to coun-
tries of the North. Colleges in the South are not enabled 
to pay sufficient salaries for highly qualified teaching 
staff. South-South exchange in theological education is 
demanded but not sufficiently developed. On the other 
hand there is a huge impact, brought about by the dif-
ferent migration waves between and within the various 
continents, on the needs and contextualization of theo-
logical education. Migration brings the spread of hybrid 
identities, enforces the need for intercultural commu-
nication and multi-lingual theological education pro-
grammes within national boundaries due to mixed 
populations. The implications of global migration for 
the landscape of theological education have barely been 
realized and grasped by the churches.

o)  Related to this phenomenon there still remains a com-
pletely imbalanced system of transfer of theological knowl-
edge between the churches of the North and the churches of 
the South: While still much of the theological knowledge 
production of theological faculties in the Anglophone 
North is forwarded and sent to theological colleges in 
the South, there are blockages and hindering factors 
which inhibit an equal sharing and transfer of new 
theological knowledge production from the churches of 
the South to the churches of the North (and between 
theological colleges and educators for instance from 
Africa and Asia). There are for instance many European 
theological books in the theological libraries of Africa, 
but comparatively very few books of African theological 
developments in libraries in Europe. The imbalances in 
the production and distribution of theological knowl-
edge is a critical point and crucial issue not only to the 
existence, growth and sustainability of Christianity in 
the South but also worldwide. If the demographic shift 
of Christianity to the South is not taken seriously and 
Christians and theologians in that hemisphere are not 
allowed to organize themselves, to produce contex-
tual theological knowledge this will lead to a dramatic 
impoverishment of theology and religious Christian 
knowledge for World Christianity as a whole.

p)  There is a resurgence of fundamentalism and confessional-
ism both in churches and in related theological education 
which can be seen as counter-movements to the pres-
sures of globalization. Anti-ecumenical propaganda and 
tendencies are on the increase still in Latin America or 
in Asia. The question of how to continue and deepen 
the commitment for interdenominational dialogue and 
Christian unity in theological education despite the 
dwindling of funds and financial resources is high on 
the agenda.

What are contextual facets of these global changes 
in the landscape and challenges for theological education 
today? And how are churches reacting to these changes?

In the midst of an emerging global crisis in theological 
education there are also a lot of new opportunities, chances 
and new tasks for global solidarity in theological education 
some of which will be highlighted in the following short 
case studies:

13) Interdenominational Institutions of Theological 
Education—United Theological Colleges—promises or 
Failures?
One of the key visions and hopes in the early days of the 
Theological Education Fund was that United Theologi-
cal Colleges, bringing together several denominational 
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traditions, would not only strengthen interdenominational 
theological education as a future oriented model, but would 
also enhance the promotion of church unity as such. The 
Theological Education Fund of the WCC had a keen inter-
est in promoting United Theological Colleges and contrib-
uted significantly to a number of key institutions which are 
now well established institutions in their region (United 
Theological College of the West Indies, Kingston, Jamaica, 
and Pacific Theological College in Suva, Fiji, both founded 
1966; United Theological College Harare, Zimbabwe, 
founded 1954; United Theological College in Bangalore, 
founded 1910). The expectations aligned with this model 
unfortunately were met only partly, though this is not an 
argument in principle against United Theological Colleges.

Experiences so far have shown

•   that United Theological Colleges can provide a sound 
and viable basis for theological education if there is a bal-
anced relation between the supporting member churches 
and a similar degree of ownership and support to the 
interdenominational college;

•   that only in some cases United Theological Colleges are 
actually linked to processes of forming a united or unit-
ing church (see for instance United Theological College 
of Montreal from United Church of Canada or United 
Theological College in Sydney from Uniting Churches 
of Australia) and the term “United Theological Seminar-
ies” sometimes refers only to seminaries supported only 
by one denomination but bringing together two or more 
sites (United Theological Seminary of the Twin Cities, 
Church of Christ; United Theological Seminary Day-
ton, United Methodist Church);

•   that institutional instability can occur for such institu-
tions where minority churches feel dominated by major-
ity churches;

•   that for many churches there is the dominant expecta-
tions that theological education should benefit their own 
church and denominational identity;

•   that sometime interdenominational churches are per-
ceived as not providing theological education sufficiently 
geared towards the needs of denominational churches;

•   that some United Theological Colleges have shown an 
impressive degree of adaptation and integration also to 
new denominational forms of Christianity (integration 
of both Pentecostal students and teachers);

•   that the common commitment for interdenominational 
theological education can dwindle where and when the 
political situation and external pressures on Christianity 
are reduced.

•   that there doesn’t seem to be an increase in the num-
ber of United Theological Colleges worldwide. At the 
same time a new model seems to have developed in some 
areas which is usually called the “Consortium”-model 
of theological education which is a valid way to reduce 
administrative costs and institutional duplication of pro-
grammes of theological colleges while at the same time 
allowing the opportunity to safeguard the denomina-
tional identities of supporting churches108

As a case study the history of the Federated Seminary 
in South Africa is presented here109 which shows particu-
larly that interdenominational theological colleges also can 
fall apart again when outward political pressures to main-
tain church unity are lessened and denominational inter-
ests are taking priority again:

The Federal Theological Seminary of Southern Africa, 
perhaps better known as Fedsem, was founded in 1963. 
The Seminary was created for the purpose of providing 
theological education and ministerial formation for can-
didates from the Anglican, Congregational, Methodist and 
Presbyterian churches in southern Africa, in an ecumenical 
setting and within a non-racial community context.

The creation of Fedsem stemmed, to a large extent, 
from a response to the policies and practices of the Nation-
alist Party in South Africa, who came into power in 1948 
on the basis of a racist philosophy called ‘Apartheid’ or 
‘Separate Development’. It was in particular the intro-
duction of the Bantu Education Act and the Group Areas 
Act that galvanized the affected churches into ecumeni-
cal cooperation and increased opposition against govern-
ment policy. These two explicitly racist laws, more than 
any other brought the churches to a ‘kairos moment that 
brought Fedsem into being’.110 The implementation of the 
Bantu Education Act meant that the churches were faced 
with either being deprived of their established centres for 
theological education and ministerial formation, or with 
the unwelcome scenario of them not being able to con-
tinue in educational and theological institutions that had 
been forcibly transferred to the control of the South African 
government’s Department of Bantu Education. An urgent 
need therefore arose to provide theological education for 

108. “Associated Canadian Theological Schools” http://www.acts.
twu.ca/about/acts-member-seminaries/; Washington Theology 
Consortium: http://washtheocon.org/; “Association of Chicago 
Theological Schools,” http://www.actschicago.org/. Consortium 
of European Baptist Theological Schools (CEBTS); http://www.
cebts.eu/.
109. The following text is an abstract from an essay made available 
from Des van der Water, CWM.
110. Njongonkulu Ndungane, PW, p. 2.
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black111 ministerial candidates at the highest possible aca-
demic level, as under the Apartheid laws, black students 
were barred from enrolling in ‘white’ universities. To their 
credit, the churches seized the kairos moment, responding 
boldly and creatively.

The four colleges that constituted the Federal Theo-
logical Seminary of Southern Africa were Adams United 
College (Presbyterian), John Wesley College (Method-
ist), St Peter’s College (Anglican) and St Columba’s Col-
lege (Congregational). St Columba’s College and Adams 
United College merged to become Albert Luthuli College 
in 1974. Staff, students and their families stayed on the 
campus, thus creating an alternate non-racial community.

From the outset students from the four colleges would 
take lectures together, thus benefiting from a shared faculty 
that provided a broader and more comprehensive training 
that any one church on its own could give. Three levels 
of study were offered at the Seminary, namely certificate, 
diploma and degree, with the last leading to the Associate 
of the Federal Theological Seminary (AFTS). The AFTS, 
which obtained international recognition, represented 
a direct counter and challenge to the South African gov-
ernment’s edict that degrees could only be taken by black 
people at one of the ethnic universities established by the 
state to perpetuate racial separation also at tertiary educa-
tion. The AFTS also signaled the churches’ determination 
that the nature and content of theological education for 
their ministerial students would be determined by them-
selves and not by a government, least of all by a racist state. 
The overall programme at Fedsem sought to incorporate 
and integrate three major components, namely a good aca-
demic standard, contextual relevance of the curricula and 
practical engagement by the students during the course of 
their studies.

It was inevitable that the existence and the witness of 
the Federal Theological Seminary of Southern Africa was 
going to prove to be a stinging political thorn in the side 
of a bellicose and belligerent South African government, 
given, for instance, the explicit non-racial profile of the 
community and the Seminary’s anti-Apartheid activism. It 
was also to be expected that the Apartheid state would seek 
to remove this thorn, and to do so by means most foul. 
The first major blow landed on Fedsem, when on the 26th 
November 1974, the government issued an expropriation 
order, giving the Seminary three months to vacate the land 
and the buildings. All attempts to obtain a reversal of the 
expropriation order were met with total intransigence by 
the state authorities.

111. Meaning black African, ‘coloured’ and Indian.

On 13 March 1975 the Seminary was forcibly handed 
over to the University of Fort Hare,112 in terms of the 
expropriation order. Thus begun a period of exile and wil-
derness experience for the beleaguered community of the 
Federal Theological Seminary of Southern Africa. After 
being forced to leave Alice, the Seminary community relo-
cated to Umtata in the Transkei,113 to share limited accom-
modation that had been generously made available by St. 
Bede’s College.114 Their stay in this location did however 
not last very long, as the president of the Transkei

‘homeland’, true to the attitude of his South African 
masters, cast the Seminary community as political trouble-
makers and ordered them to leave, barely a year after they 
found sanctuary at Umtata. A lay ecumenical centre near 
Pietermaritzburg, in the province of Natal, served as the 
next temporary accommodation and campus for Fedsem, 
until the new Seminary plant was constructed at Imbali, a 
black township also near Pietermaritzburg. At the height of 
the political violence between the African National Con-
gress and the Inkatha freedom Party, Imbali turned out to 
be a flashpoint of conflict. It was yet again in a context of 
political conflict and crisis that the new campus was opened 
in August 1980, with Bishop Lesslie Newbigin preaching 
the sermon at the dedication Service of Worship.

Fedsem represents a shining witness to ecumenical 
commitment in the task of theological education and min-
isterial formation in southern Africa. Wing sums up the 
nature of the Seminary’s witness as follows:

At the time of its formation and throughout its history, 
the Seminary has been perceived as a symbol of positive 
resistance to the structures of apartheid, as an institution 
with a reputation for excellence in contemporary theologi-
cal education and as an exciting ecumenical venture.115

Denis observes that Fedsem ‘is regarded by many as 
one of the most remarkable achievements of the Christian 
Church in South Africa’.116 Such accolades which recog-
nize and celebrate the remarkable achievements of the 
Federal Theological Seminary of Southern Africa, render 
the fact of the Seminary’s ignoble termination all the more 
sad and lamentable. There are several factors that brought 
about the closure of Fedsem. One major factor was clearly 
the demise of Apartheid. The question therefore emerges 
about the churches ongoing commitment to ecumenical 
cooperation in theological education, beyond the Apart-

112. Also one of the governments created ethnic universities.
113. Homeland.
114. Anglican.
115. Liturgy.
116. P Denis, “Fedsem Ten Years Later: The Unwritten History of 
an Ecumenical Seminary,” Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 
(2003). 68.
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heid era and whether it was inevitable that the Fedsem 
project would come to an end. Denis concludes that the 
Seminary’s closure was not inevitable117 and many would 
agree with this finding. There remains, amongst other 
things, therefore the ‘unfinished business’ of addressing the 
very painful story of the closure of the Federal Theological 
Seminary of Southern Africa.

To conclude we want to refer to an interpretation 
of the story of Fedsem from John de Gruchy who on the 
occasion of the viability study on theological education 
from the ETE programme of WCC made some very perti-
nent remarks reflecting on the failure of Fedsem as a symp-
tom and signal for a global crisis in ecumenical theological 
education to which churches and the global community of 
theological educators need to be alerted:

“Why, then, did it (Fedsem) collapse? Why did this 
major ecumenical achievement in theological forma-
tion suddenly become financially unviable? The reasons 
are several and complex and cannot be discussed in any 
detail here. One of them was undoubtedly its location in 
violence wreaked KwaZulu. Another was a lack of ecu-
menical commitment upon the part of the participating 
churches and some of their leaders. Yet another was the 
fact that apartheid began to crack at the seams allowing 
black students access to traditionally white universities. At 
the same time, well-trained black theologians also became 
eligible to teach in such institutions so that FEDSEM had 
to compete for their service. The moratorium on mission-
ary involvement and the general withdrawal of mission 
personnel compounded the problem. The result was a lack 
of ecumenically committed leadership, mismanagement, 
and the deterioration of academic standards. All of which 
combined in the end to undermine FEDSEM’s financial 
viability. But financial failure was in large measure a reflec-
tion of the deeper malaise - a crisis in the commitment of 
the churches to ecumenical theological formation, and a 
corresponding lack of ability on the part of FEDSEM to 
provide a viable ecumenical theological formation. In the 
end, FEDSEM failed because it was not delivering. That is 
symptomatic of the crisis in ecumenical theological forma-
tion which we face, because the failure of FEDSEM is our 
failure.

The crisis facing us is, however, of a far greater mag-
nitude than can be illustrated by reflecting on FEDSEM 
alone. It is a global crisis. Theological formation today 
has to take place in a world which is presently undergo-
ing enormous changes politically, culturally and economi-
cally. Every nation and most local communities are going 
through fundamental changes as perhaps never before. In 

117. Ibid.

some countries these changes are of such a nature that the 
very fabric of society is being torn apart by violence and 
war. In many situations around the world people are not 
primarily concerned about improving their quality of life, 
but simply struggling to survive. But even in more afflu-
ent countries many social problems are reaching crisis pro-
portions. We are all aware, for example, of the extent of 
informal settlements throughout Africa, Latin America and 
Asia, and the frightful poverty in which so many people are 
forced to live; we are also aware of the impact which AIDS 
is having on virtually all societies. If theological formation 
is related to the mission of the church, and it surely must 
be, then all of this impinges directly upon theological for-
mation for ministry.

But the crisis which we face is not just one which is, as 
it were, out there in the world, it is also a crisis within the 
life of the churches themselves. Ecumenism is no longer 
“the great new fact of our time” even though its achieve-
ments have been far-reaching and remarkable. We are all 
aware that there has been something of a backtracking in 
ecumenical commitment and involvement during the past 
decade or two. This has had an impact upon theological 
education as we have noted in the case of FEDSEM, just 
as it has on other aspects of the life of the church. At the 
same time we are aware that the very contours of historic 
Christianity are changing as a result of the phenomenal 
growth of Pentecostalism and Independent churches—
notably here in Africa. Indeed Christianity itself is far 
more variegated and divided today than at any time pre-
viously in its history. Moreover, the vacuum created by 
the withdrawal or reduction of missionaries of mainline 
denominations in Africa has been filled by many others 
whose approach to Christian faith is more fundamentalist 
and sometimes blatantly right-wing. This has all kinds of 
implications for theological formation, not least the fact 
that many students training for the ministry today may 
have very little background in the life and tradition of the 
historic churches.”118

14) Migration and Theological Education—Theological 
Training Programmes for Migrant Churches
In the past 100 years we have witnessed with the end of 
colonial rule and an enormous vitality of mission and min-
istries of local communities the birth of a polycentric world 
church and a new shape of Christianity having tilted to the 
South, but also the emergence of new immigrant churches 

118. John W. de Gruchy, “From the Particular to the Global 
Locating Our Task as Theological Educators in Africa within the 
Viability study Process,” in: http://www.ukzn.ac.za/sorat/theology/
bct/degruchy.htm.
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originating in the South in the northern hemisphere.119 The 
16th century up to the middle of the 20th century was a 
period of European migration towards the South and with 
this also the European model of theological institutions 
with major European human resources had migrated.

Since the middle of the 20th century there has also 
been a massive migration in reverse to Europe, North 
America, Australia and New Zealand. With this African, 
Asian, Latin American and Pacific Islanders have become 
part of the Christianity in the western hemisphere. While 
the legacy of the Christendom tradition and its patterns 
continues to influence many churches in Asian and Afri-
can contexts and forms of theological thinking and min-
isterial formation there, on the other hand increasingly 
also forms and shapes of non-western Christianity have 
spread in pockets of western Christianity. According to the 
International Organization for Migration (IOM), “Migra-
tion is considered one of the defining global issues of the 
early twenty-first century, as more and more people are 
on the move today than at any other point in human his-
tory. There are now about 192 million people living out-
side their place of birth, which is about 3% of the world’s 
population. This means that roughly one of every thirty-
five persons in the world is a migrant. Between 1965 and 
1990, the number of international migrants increased by 
45 million—an annual growth rate of about 2.1 per cent. 
The current annual growth rate is about 2.9 per cent.”120 
Woman accounted 49.6% of the global migrant popula-
tion in 2005. If approximately 10 million migrate annually 
this has enormous implications both politically, economi-
cally, but also in the religious dimension. Both the host 
country and the home country of migrants bear conse-
quences including in the religious sphere. It is in the area 
of religion that uprooted communities find and express 
their identity very often. Reactions derived from a history 
of migration might vary from restoring and strengthen-
ing ethnic or religious identities, transforming traditional 
religious identities to supporting exclusive or fundamental-
ist forces. Who is taking care of the needs of theological 
education for immigrant churches and what models are 
adequate to provide proper education for and with them?

In Great Britain it has become obvious in the past 
years that as we reach the first decade of the 21st Century 
the cultural and ethnic landscape of Britain has radically 

119. Roswith Gerloff, “The African Diaspora and the Shaping of 
Christianity in Africa,” Letters from Byblos No. 23, International 
Centre for Human Science (2009).99; Afeosemime U. Adogame, 
Roswith I. H. Gerloff, and Klaus Hock, Christianity in Africa and 
the African Diaspora: The Appropriation of a Scattered Heritage 
(London; New York: Continuum, 2008).
120. “About Migration,” International Organization for Migration 
(IOM): http://www.iom.int 

changed.121 A new wave of migration has hit the British 
shores. People from many parts of the globe (in particular 
Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe) in search of educational 
and economical betterment have chosen Britain as the 
country to pursue this goal. However, this advancement is 
not just based on educational and economic grounds. For 
those who profess the Christian faith, significant numbers 
of such persons have specifically come to Britain in order to 
evangelize the nation believing that although it is officially 
declared a Christian State, in practice, in the everyday 
busyness of life and living, its inhabitants can no longer be 
said to actively adhere to the principles and tenets of Chris-
tianity. A new wave of migration has brought a new wave 
of Christianity, one that is vibrant and purpose- driven to 
effect spiritual and social change. Almost in a kind of role 
reversal, this mission activity is seen by those who offer it as 
a gift to Britain and the world.122 As a case in point, statis-
tics from the last Church Census in England show that the 
growth in Black Pentecostal Churches partly accounts for 
the slowing rate of decline in churchgoing. Black people 
now account for 10% of all churchgoers in England and in 
inner London alone, 44% of churchgoers are now black.123 
With many of such Black Pentecostal Churches achieving 
mega-church status, the implications for impacting the 
theological training of those who are called into some form 
of lay or ordained ministry are particularly significant.124

The enthusiasm and vigor with which these migrant 
churches bring to their faith is fertile ground for theological 
reflection, mission formation and leadership development. 
Many of whom have set up their own Bible institutes to 
provide a level of training for the burgeoning congregations 
who desire to know more about God and become actively 

121. Lynette Mullings, “Centre for Black Ministries and 
Leadership in the Queen’s Foundation for Ecumenical Theological 
Education,”; http://www.queens.ac.uk/
122. According to the findings of the last church census of 
2005, churches started by ethnic minority groups across a whole 
variety of languages have included those sent as missionaries from 
Africa or the Caribbean or Asia to help evangelize the “mother 
country which gave them the gospel a century or so ago. P. W. 
Brierley, Pulling out of the Nosedive: A Contemporary Picture of 
Churchgoing: What the 2005 English Church Census Reveals, 1st 
British ed. (London: Christian Research, 2006). 8-9.
123. Ibid.
124. Pastor Mathew Ashimowolo is Founder and Senior Pastor of 
Kingsway International Christian Centre (KICC) the largest Black 
Majority Church in Britain with an average attendance of 12,000 
people. “Kicc Home,” http://www.kicc.org.uk/, “Soul Stirrings 
Easter Special—Faith Matters,” The Voice, March 21 2005. They 
organize Britain’s largest regular prayer gathering called the 
Festival of Life attracting over 20,000 Christians from across the 
UK. See “Historic visit by the Prince of Wales and the Duchess of 
Cornwall to one of London’s largest black majority churches, Jesus 
House” in Keep the Faith Issue 35.



158 Ecumenical Visions

involved in ministry. However, such training only goes so 
far and requires those theological colleges that have been 
long established in Britain holding appropriate course vali-
dation from Certificate level right through to PhD to work 
in partnership with migrant churches and ethnic minorities 
as a means of resourcing their theological education and 
training. The importance of theological institutions across 
Britain positioning themselves to accommodate this fac-
tor cannot be overstated. Not only is it important for the 
new growing migrant churches but it is especially crucial 
for those denominations particularly from the Caribbean 
who have a much longer history of establishment in Brit-
ain from the mid-20th century and are now assessing their 
priorities for relevance in the 21st Century. This includes 
the training of leaders to be suitably qualified to engage 
with a society that has changed considerably and continues 
to be on the move.125 The kind of training required then is 
one that develops their leadership craft, provides them with 
practical tools for mission and ministry within diverse cul-
tural and religious contexts. Space should also be provided 
for them to critically reflect on the practice of ministry that 
takes into account their specific cultural heritage. Herein 
lies the case for theological education that embraces inter-
cultural teaching and learning. Courses and programmes 
with an emphasis on contextual theology need to be devel-
oped along with the teaching of liberation theologies such 
as Black and Asian Theology. The Queen’s Foundation for 
Ecumenical Theological Education in Birmingham, UK 
presently is the leading institution in Britain and Europe 
for teaching Black Theology, where it is mandatory for 
all students (preparing for ordained and/or authorized 
ministry) to sit the modules in Black and Asian Theol-
ogy and Bible and Liberation. It is worth pointing out the 
observations of Black British theologian Anthony Reddie 
who identifies Oxford Brookes University outside of The 
Queen’s Foundation and The University of Birmingham, 
as probably the only other institution that offers a taught 
course in Black Theology in the UK.126 This is clearly not 
enough. For equity and justice in the curriculum devel-
opment of theological education and for the equipping of 
leaders within migrant churches who will engender a bold 

125. A case in point are denominations like the Church of God of 
Prophecy (CoGoP) and New Testament Church of God (NTCoG) 
whom have established links and partnerships with the Centre 
for Black Ministries and Leadership at the Queen’s Foundation 
for Ecumenical Theological Education, identifying The Queen’s 
Foundation as a viable institution to send their key leaders and 
serving clergy to advance their theological training. Mullings, 
“Centre for Black Ministries and Leadership.”
126. AG Reddie, “Exploring the Workings of Black Theology 
in Britain: Issues of Theological Method and Epistemological 
Construction,” Black Theology: An International Journal 7, no. 1 
(2008). Footnote 26.

and radical outlook, the stark call is for other institutions 
to take up the challenge to embrace this new and exciting 
direction.

In Germany there is the case of Hamburg where there 
are about 80 African churches, most of them of west-Afri-
can background.127 Christians from these different cultural 
backgrounds normally would find it difficult to enter into 
university based educational programmes and theological 
degree courses which have different entrance requirements 
and were not designed for the specific purposes of these 
groups. Therefore committed theologians around the Mis-
sions Academy of Hamburg launched a special theologi-
cal education programme for African immigrant churches 
which is described in the following case study on “African 
Theological Training in Germany” (ATTiG), a study pro-
gramme of the Academy of Mission for, and with African 
migrant-church leaders in Northern Germany:

In 2001 a unique programme was inaugurated 
at the Academy of Mission at the University of Ham-
burg designed to provide theological training for African 
migrant-church leaders in Northern Germany. ATTiG is 
a two-year programme during which the participants meet 
once a month for a weekend. Each course has about 20 
participants, mostly from Hamburg and other areas in 
the northern part of Germany. The programme was the 
outcome of deliberations between African migrant pas-
tors in Northern Germany and German theologians at the 
Academy of Mission, held in the second half of the 1990s. 
It is no coincidence that this development took place in 
Hamburg since this metropolis has the highest density 
of migrants originating from West-Africa most of whom 
are Christians from Ghana and Nigeria. The beginnings 
of the 1990s saw a sharp rise of West Africans migrating 
to Germany which was accompanied by the establishment 
of numerous, mostly neo-Pentecostal ministries. Today 
there are not less than 80 churches in Hamburg with an 
African membership and leadership (all over Germany 
about 1000 of these churches were founded within the last 
two decades). Besides the neo-Pentecostal ministries there 
are relatively few so-called African independent churches 
(AIC) like Aladura from Nigeria or MDCC from Ghana, 
traditional Pentecostal churches like The Church of Pente-
cost or The Assemblies of God, and missions by, in West-
Africa so-called orthodox churches like The Methodist 

127. Werner Kahl (Hrsg.), Afrikanische Diasporakirchen in 
Deutschland, in: Transparent—extra 12/52, 1998: 1–15; Benjamin 
Simon, Afrikanische Kirchen in Deutschland (Frankfurt: Lembeck, 
2003), Amele Adamavi-Aho Ekue, Afrikanische Christen in 
Europa Und Der Persperktivenwechsel in Der Missionsgeschichte, 
ed. Rudolf von Sinner Andrea Schultze, Wolfram Stierle, Vom 
Geheimnis der Unterschieds, Vom Geheimnis des Unterschieds: 
Die Wahrnehmung des Fremden in Ökumene-, Missions- Und 
Religionswissenschaft (Münster: Lit., 2002). 218.
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Church of Ghana or the Presbyterian Church of Ghana. 
In addition, the Catholic Church provides here and there 
services for Catholics from Africa, run by African priests.

Interestingly, many of the migrant churches celebrate 
their services in church buildings belonging to the Evan-
gelical Church of Germany (EKD) making use of the 
church premises after the service of the locals has ended. 
Because of cultural and theological differences between the 
old and the new population there have only occasionally 
been points of qualified encounters such as joint services. 
However, it has become obvious—also to the migrants—
that most of them have come to stay. As a matter of fact, 
many have become German citizens due to intermarriage, 
and the second generation is coming up.

Therefore the need is increasingly felt by pastors of 
a West-African origin, to deepen their knowledge about 
church- life and theology in Germany, in order to be able 
to connect in meaningful ways to the German system, to 
reach out successfully to Germans, and also to be accepted 
as pastors of an equal standing by their German counter-
parts and by the society at large. Most neo-Pentecostal pas-
tors have no formal theological training but they claim to 
depend on spiritual insight in leading a congregation. This 
contradicts the positive value attributed by the Evangeli-
cal Church of Germany, to a purely academic theological 
training required of its ministers.

The Academy of Mission attempts, by means of 
ATTiG, to meet this need and to bridge the gap between 
African migrant pastors on the one hand, and German 
theological thinking and church life on the other hand. 
However this is not meant as a one-way street of theo-
logical instruction. ATTiG rather creates an interface in 
Germany where African migrant pastors learn about Ger-
man and Lutheran traditions in a critical way and where 
they exchange theological views with German theologians. 
However, it is the mission of the Academy of Mission to 
enable the participants to reflect critically on their faith and 
experience and to communicate the need of contextually 
aware theologies.

ATTiG has been sponsored mainly by the Evange-
lische Missionswerk (EMW: The Association of Protestant 
Churches and Missions in Germany). Many of the instruc-
tors are theology professors of the University of Hamburg 
of whom it is required that they are open for theological 
debate. The participants most of whom are neo-Pentecos-
tal or charismatic “mainline”-Christians tend to represent 
their versions of Christianity in rather self-confident ways 
and they do not shy away from challenging their professors 
theologically, albeit respectfully.

In the course of the theological debates it becomes 
clear to everybody involved that we all have our theological 

predilections and respective, culturally bound hermeneu-
tical keys in reading Scripture. We come to an apprecia-
tion of this variability of Biblical interpretation. In such a 
way it becomes possible to learn from one another, e.g. of 
dimensions of Biblical passages that have been overlooked 
in certain traditions, and to become aware of certain blind 
spots and areas to grow. All this contributes to laying the 
foundation on which Christians with different cultural 
and confessional origins may grow-together in church and 
society.

Similar developments can be reported from the con-
text of North America. The Christians from the South are 
bringing a hybrid Christianity to North America as they 
migrate there, that is a Combination of the 19th century 
evangelistic western missionary Christianity (with par-
ticular denominational affiliation) and the local religion-
cultural practices (which the local converts brought with 
them). This hybrid Christianity is alien/strange to North 
American who follows Western Christianity with some 
North American nuances. The North American churches 
are eager to welcome the migrants with their Christianity 
and accommodate them especially in the context of dimin-
ishing membership of European decent, but are unable to 
fully integrate them to the denominational setting as exists 
now in North America.

The North American churches have also opened up 
to the multicultural and multiracial challenges and have 
created programmes in their seminaries for multicultural 
and multiracial exposure and experience. Besides through 
the initiatives of ATS (Association of Theological Schools 
in US and Canada) from the 80s, the globalization pro-
gramme has become an important part of theological edu-
cation. And from the 9/11 incident interfaith engagements, 
especially with the Islamic community, are also taken up 
by many seminaries as an important area of future ministe-
rial challenge in the US.

These new challenges have led to the appointment of 
a number of faculty members from churches in the South 
and the Diaspora community and minority communities 
like African American and Latino/Latina Churches. As 
their numbers increase the ethos of seminaries are bound 
to change.

The gender justice is another significant issue in North 
American Christianity. We may need to add feminization 
of ministry and the increased number of women who are 
trained in theological institutions and appointed for min-
istries, including to faculty positions and leadership, in the 
seminaries in North America.



160 Ecumenical Visions

To briefly summarize:

a)   To develop innovative models for theological educa-
tion is a key mandate for mainline churches all over the 
world in the 21st century as migration is hugely and 
quickly changing the global landscape of Christianity;

b)   it is a major challenge how the (African or Asian) dias-
pora communities of Christians and theologians can in 
turn become a resource for strengthening theological 
education institutions and programmes within their 
home countries—new models of inter-contextual 
cooperation in theological education between Diaspora 
and home-based communities of theological educators 
need to be developed;

c)   Diaspora communities of people living as strangers in a 
foreign context point sharply to the issue of accessibil-
ity of theological education systems as developed within 
established churches which is one of the key issues of 
justice in theological education in world Christianity in 
the 21st century.

15) Reconstructing Churches by Reconstructing Theological 
Education—Nanjing Union Theological Seminary (NJUTS) 
as a Case Study of Theological Education in China
There is an enormous challenge in China to equip a new 
generation of leadership and to bridge the wider genera-
tion gap between church leaders and theologians that exists 
after many years of inadequate theological training. China’s 
theological education was rehabilitated with the reopening 
of Nanjing Union Theological Seminary in 1981.128 At pres-
ent there are 19 regional theological seminaries and Bible 
Schools operating in China and more then 1700 theo-
logical students attend courses on campuses. Since 1981 
already more than 10.000 students have graduated from 
these seminaries and are working in local parishes, some 
also ordained as pastors. Most of the leadership of local 
churches belongs to the new generation today, thus making 
Chinese Christianity looking younger and younger.

There is some great progress and renewal today in 
China’s churches. Since some 10 years ago there has been a 

128. The following is based on an essay contributed to the study 
group by Rev. Dr Aiming Wang, Vice President and Dean of 
Nanjing Union Theological Seminary on theological education in 
Nanjing in the context of contemporary challenges for protestant 
churches in China. For more background information also 
see: Aiming Wang, Church in China: Faith, Ethics, Structure: 
The Heritage of the Reformation for the Future of the Church 
in China (Bern ; New York: Peter Lang, 2009), Henry S. 
Wilson, “Theological Reconstruction in China: Ecumenical 
Accompaniment in the Self-Theologizing Effort in Theological 
Education,” International Review of Mission 98, no. 1 (2009).; C. 
Stanley Smith, The Development of Protestant Theological Education 
in China (Shanghai Kelly and Walsh, 1941).

process towards theological renewal emphasizing the devel-
opment of a Chinese Christian theology which affirms tra-
ditional Chinese culture and relates openly towards society 
and the tasks of citizenship in China today. During the 
devastating earthquake of Sichuan on May 12 Chinese 
Christians engaged in emergency relieve and financial sup-
port to the victims (some 50 million RMBs were donated). 
A new theology has emerged which enables Christians to 
engage with society which is very important for Christi-
anity becoming rooted in China. As a result China’s gov-
ernment now actively affirms and highly esteems religion 
and supports religions to play a positive role in society. 
Without the support of the government Nanjing Union 
Theological Seminary could not move to the new campus 
and also some local governments have given their hands to 
local seminaries. The CCC/TSPM has set up twelve com-
missions to deal with fundamental issues of church renewal 
and social ministries, one of which is the commission on 
Theological Education.129

There is a broad awareness of the manifold urgencies 
to renew and strengthen theological education in China in 
order to strengthen the reconstruction of churches rooted 
in China soil. When Bishop K.H. Ting launched a theo-
logical movement aiming at the Reconstruction of theolog-
ical thought in China his intention or purpose was to help 
the Chinese pious believers to better explain their proper 
faith at the basis of the Bible and to unfold its proper rel-
evance and meaning for contemporary social life and cur-
rent challenges in China today. Some of the key challenges 
which are behind the need for theological reconstruction 
come from two factors which are characteristic for Chinese 
Christianity today,

•   one is the considerable influence of a certain pietism 
which has marked Christianity as brought by western 
missionaries which had put more emphasis on personal 
faith, prayer and the Bible and less emphasis on a clear 
concept of Christian doctrines and a proper understand-
ing of the church—thus giving rise to a wide range of 
different isolated tendencies and some peculiar, some-
times even fundamentalist phenomena in understanding 
and practicing Christian faith among Chinese believers, 
particularly among analphabets.

•   another tendency is the wide spread of trends particu-
larly amongst believers in rural areas which can be called 
syncretism or religious relativism, by which a situation 
has emerged in parts of rural Chinese Christianity which 
can be seen as similar as the encounter with Gnosticisms 
in the first two centuries of Christianity against which 
the patristic Fathers developed their concern for purity 

129. Rev. Dr Yilu Chen is Chair and Rev. Dr Aiming Wang is 
vice-Chair of this commission on theological education in China.
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of Christian faith and a proper understanding of what 
it means to be the church, focused in the proposal to 
formulate more clearly the Fides ecclesiae by the Regula 
ecclesiae (as initiated by St Justin Martyr, and officially 
by St Ireneus). More and more students and intellectu-
als in campuses have become converted to faith of the 
Christian Cross, at the same time, phenomena of the 
Gnosticism like the one of the patristic period silently 
but very strongly appear among the elites with elements 
of Christianity and of Confucianism being mixed with 
some modern theories and spiritual cults. The multiples 
orientations in the area of values seem to be a character-
istic mark of our époque today leaving the Church in 
China confronted with the menaces of the syncretism 
and the relativisms. Thus one of the key tasks of theo-
logical education today is to develop a proper under-
standing of what it means to be the church today as it 
is Ecclesia which is the central weakness of the Christian 
phenomena in today’s China.

In order to overcome certain weaknesses in the 
understanding of the Christian church and to strengthen 
a proper and developed understanding of Christian faith 
the only way is to work hard and to strengthen systemati-
cally the area of theological education in China. Quality 
improvement in theological education is needed

•   to counter and remedy superficial and extreme national-
ism which can function as a cancer of the conscience of 
the believers and is so often behind some patriotic slo-
gans. To establish a proper Chinese system of theology 
is possible and reasonable when we try to avoid exclud-
ing the universal values and catholicity of Christian faith 
which puts a patriotic commitment in a proper context 
and surpasses mere nationalist interests and values.

•   to counter and remedy some extreme trends of the pietis-
tic heritage combined with some Donatist tendencies. 
These positions tend to reject any necessity of norms of 
Christian faith and deny even the usage and importance 
of Christian doctrines and dogmas, including even the 
three Creeds of the Early Church. They would empha-
size only the holy life of the individuals and are focused 
on seeking permanently only for the inner purity of the 
closed Christian community thereby reducing capacities 
for the communication and dialogue between Chinese 
believers and civil society in China which are extremely 
necessary for the theological awakening of China in 
today’s world.

•   to counter and to remedy increasing trends which are 
presented in the charismatic movements or the Pente-
costal mass movements which do not seem to have a 
proper distinction between the law and the gospel.

Against this background since 1999 in Nanjing Union 
Theological Seminary a concept and curriculum framework 
for theological education was formulated which include 
some of the following strategic goals:

a)   to interpret the significance of the heritage of the patris-
tic Fathers;

b)   to introduce the meaning of the Early Church in order 
to prepare for an ecumenical understanding and aim;

c)   to stress the necessity of the three Creeds for the Church 
in China although they were written outside China by 
the western Church Fathers at an ancient time;

d)   to explain the extreme importance of the legacy of the 
Protestant Reformation as the reference point for the 
identity of Protestantism all over the world as a means 
to decrease the negative impact of narrow nationalism;

e)   to establish an ecumenical and catholic mind among 
the seminarians who are future pastors and leaders of 
parishes and churches in China etc.

Accordingly the new curriculum in Nanjing Theo-
logical Seminary is based on models of the European cur-
riculum, especially that of the universities in Switzerland 
and Germany which was transplanted into Nanjing Union 
Theological Seminary since 1999. But it also has added 
some special additional courses contextualizing theologi-
cal education in China which are offered as compulsory 
courses, such as modern history of China, Morality and 
Duty of the citizens, basic knowledge of Chinese laws, the 
study of the Three-self and patriotic principles etc.130

130. Thus until at present there are six kinds of the obligatory 
courses and auxiliary courses which compose the curriculum of 
NJUTS since 1999:
1)  the biblical languages: Basic Hebrew of OT; Basic Greek of NT; 

Basic Latin for the Patristic since 2003 by Prof. Rev. Dr Miikka 
Ruokannen from Helsinki University;

2)  OT.: Exegeses and Theology of OT besides the interpretations 
of each book of OT;

3)  NT.: Exegeses and Theology of NT besides the interpretations 
of each book of NT;

4)  Systematic Theology: Introduction; Dogmatic and Ethics; 
Dogmatic theology of Luther and Calvin;

5)  Historic Theology: History of Christianity, History of 
the Christian Thoughts, Patristic studies; Theology of the 
Reformation etc. History of the Chinese Church etc.

6)  Practical Theology: Christian Pedagogy; Liturgical studies 
(Worship; Sacred Music); Homiletics; Diakonia; and Psychology 
(Christian Counseling) and the theories of ministry etc.

7)  Auxiliary courses on: a. Confucianism; b. Taoism; c. Chinese 
classic philosophy; d. Chinese classic literature; e. Western 
philosophy; f. German Classic philosophy; g. Introduction of 
Sociology; h. Introduction of Psychology; i. Introduction of the 
Law etc.
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The introduction of a revised curriculum and the 
inclusion of a proper introduction into Biblical tradition 
and Church History according to European standards have 
led to improvements in the academic quality of the teachers 
and the students instead of the pietistic standards before. 
The same process also is accompanied by major efforts for 
continued formation programmes for pastors and teach-
ers by additional short term training courses with partner 
organizations in Bossey/WCC, SEK (FEPS) Switzerland, 
EKD/EMW/EED of Germany, FTE of USA, Church of 
England, Church of Finland or Seminaries in Hong Kong, 
Singapore etc., so many teachers of NJUTS have been 
trained systematically during the certain semesters or years. 
Thereby the quality of the teaching and of the research has 
been much improved. The programmes of the Bachelor’s 
and Master’s degree in NJUTS are continuing very posi-
tively and constructively for serving the growing Church 
in China now.

In summarizing it has become clear that the renewal 
and reconstruction of the Church in China must be based 
on a proper construction of theological concepts and ideas. 
While the Church is rapidly growing, the quality and com-
mon standards in parishes and in the ways communication 
takes place with the local believers are at stake. The basic 
principles now adopted in theological education which are 
a) the academic studies of the Scripture; b) an orientation 
about the heritage of the Patristic Fathers of Early Christi-
anity; c) an orientation on the principles of the Reforma-
tion; and d) the encouragement for open minds in terms of 
interdisciplinary dialogue and sharing knowledge with other 
human beings including the Chinese classical thought, will 
help to contribute to the reconstructing churches by recon-
structing the theological education—examples of which are 
testified been testified in the period of the Swiss Reforma-
tion by the practical initiatives of John Calvin and by others 
reformers in the later centuries in the world.

16) Fragmentation and Pluralization in Theological 
Education—a Case Study on Theological Education in 
Myanmar
Myanmar in socio-politically terms is a very diverse coun-
try. Its population is multi-ethnic in composition and 
highly divided. Christianity in Myanmar with 6.2 % from 
the 57 million people of Myanmar belongs to the minor-
ity religious group in this country. Christianity arrived in 
Myanmar much earlier but it took roots only with the mis-
sion of Judson’s in July 1813. Only afterwards other Chris-
tian missions followed.131

131. Most of the following text is from a contribution made 
available to the study group by Peter Joseph, former Executive 
Secretary of ATEM, the Association of Theological Education in 
Myanmar.

Most of the theological seminaries in Myanmar are 
today Church-based and run by the respective churches, 
conventions and ethnic associations. They aim at produc-
ing efficient ministers and lay leaders, equipping them with 
academic knowledge, pastoral skills and missionary zeal for 
the ministry and the mission of God. Most of the theologi-
cal colleges focus their training on denominational values 
and needs while only a few seminaries are more academic 
and ecumenically oriented. The first seminary or Jungle 
Bible School was established in 1836 in Tavoy in the 
Tenasseram Div., down South in Myanmar.

Myanmar gained independence only in 1948 (January 
4). The church at that time was growing and had a lead-
ing role in the social sphere through education in schools 
and in hospitals. Then the government took steps to stop 
the growth of the church by trying to introduce Buddhism 
into State religion in 1960 which brought about a revolt 
within the country. This led to the military coup in 1962. 
Myanmar went into a self-imposed moratorium cutting all 
links with the world. The late 50ies then saw the emer-
gence of new Para-church movements. With the closure 
of the country, the Pentecostal movement began to grow 
as Christian mission was worried about the closure of the 
country. The focus was on establishing churches and mul-
tiplying congregations.

The Myanmar Council of Churches (MCC) was 
established in 1914 and its member churches asked their 
seminaries for cooperating and working together under 
the Association for Theological Education in Myanmar 
(ATEM) which was established in 1986 as the body of 
MCC (Myanmar Council of Churches) to bring together 
theological colleges in Myanmar. In other words, ATEM 
is born out of the ecumenical endeavour and exists as an 
independent body only now. ATEM has grown from 8 
member schools to 33 member schools representing the 
eleven major denominations all across the country.132 
Some member schools have grown too big and larger insti-
tutions. The sad fact that Globalizations discards history is 
very much present in the Church which is fighting Global-
ization. Each for himself is the motto of the day seems to 
creep in the area of theological education. Its mission and 
objectives in short are to build unity in theological educa-
tion and theological thinking. Its mission and objectives 
are related to the vision “to help upgrade theological insti-
tutions and promote relevant theological education that 
will help equip God’s people for the mission and ministry.” 
It belongs to the key objectives of ATEM

132. The present executive secretary of ATEM is Rev. Dr Lal 
Tin Hre, who has developed a detailed outline for the future 
development of ATEM which is available in ETE office.
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•   to upgrade theological institutions

•   to develop faculty

•   to promote theological education that is relevant and 
contextual

•   to provide theological literature

•   to run postgraduate studies

•   to develop contextual theology

•   to work towards Union Theological College or Theologi-
cal Union

In its work ATEM has realized as a major challenge 
how much theological education in Myanmar is marked by 
a bi-polarity between East and West: Most of the Myan-
mar seminaries are established in the traditions of Western 
theological seminaries in terms of their academic orienta-
tion as well as confessional (spiritual) orientation. Finan-
cially, they are still totally, partially or mostly (by and large) 
dependent on Western resources. The same applies also in 
terms of academic matters such as faculty development, 
human/other resources.

Myanmar is currently experiencing a boom in theo-
logical colleges together with a dramatically increasing 
number of theological students. Even in Yangon there are 
more than one hundred theological colleges which also some 
international guests perceive astonishingly and critically. 
A lot of factors are behind this development and have 
contributed to create this situation. For instance there 
are deteriorating secular educational standards and also 
more activities of foreign missionary bodies which employ 
local people. With this development some kind of danger 
emerges as well. Most of the students are still very young 
during their seminary training and therefore a lack of 
dedication and commitment can occur or can be observed 
in some cases. This can also result in some kind of elit-
ism, losing the contact with the grassroots. Some would 
think that this is part of the current trends in the context 
of the age of knowledge, information and globalization. 
Despite of many critical questions some positive facts can 
be observed as well, namely increasing trends to provid-
ing training and education for the students in such a way 
that they are enabled to employ their knowledge and skills 
not just within the church community, but also in a wider 
community of society beyond the church.

The increasing number of theological schools and 
colleges also prompts another urgent need for ATEM, 
namely to be engaged in constant dialogue between ATEM 
seminaries and other theological seminaries representing 
Evangelical and Pentecostal churches and other mission 

organizations. Only by doing so, common standardization 
and quality assurance may be sustained and a wider ecu-
menical cooperation and common witness may be possible 
for theological education in Myanmar in the future. One 
of the key questions is what can be a strategic incentive for 
Bible Schools and smaller theological colleges in Myanmar 
to really work together and to prepare a process by which 
a major Federated Theological Faculty or Union Theologi-
cal Seminary is formed in Myanmar which can also offer 
higher degree courses and will be a partner for churches on 
the national level.

Thus in summarizing five key questions for theological 
education in Myanmar remain:

a)   how can theological education in Myanmar be upgraded 
and developed to provide relevant and contextual-
ized theological orientation to churches and society in 
Myanmar?

b)   how can theological education interact more with soci-
ety and the pressing needs of the multi- ethnic back-
ground of people living in Myanmar?

c)   How can ways be promoted to work towards a Feder-
ated or United Theological College in Myanmar which 
would allow developing a centre of excellence in higher 
theological studies within Myanmar itself and reduc-
ing the number of students going to places outside the 
country?

d)   How can common standards and quality assurance 
be safeguarded in a context which sees a proliferation 
of theological colleges and Bible schools which try to 
answer the vast need for higher Christian education?

e)   How can interfaith perspectives be included and 
strengthened in theological education so as to enhance 
dialogue with people of other faiths in Myanmar?

17) New Accreditation Criteria and the Quality of 
Theological Education—a Case Study on Theological 
Education in Latin America and South Africa
Many regional associations of theological schools are com-
mitted to improving the quality of standards in theologi-
cal education by regular accreditation and evaluation visits 
to their member schools. There is a new debate on what 
“quality improvement” is and means for theological educa-
tion. Latin American networks have introduced an impor-
tant study document with the new manifesto for “A quality 
theological education” (published by Servicio Pedagogicos 
Y teologicos, SPT, Bolivia).133 “Quality” of theological edu-

133. Matthias Preiswerk and Others, “Manifesto of Quality 
Theological Education in Latin America,” Ministerial Formation 
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cation according to their statement cannot just be defined 
in the seemingly neutral terms of academic excellence or 
“effectiveness-standards” as applied and sought for in many 
training and education programmes of the business world. 
There is a special and distinct approach of theological insti-
tutions speaking of “quality theological education” which 
is defined by seeking “quality in the theological undertak-
ing…by combining in an imaginative way the search for 
theological relevance in the overwhelmingly pressing real-
ity of Abya Yala134 regarding the pertinence of a discipline 
that has its own epistemological identity and demands.”135 
The theological approach to quality of (higher) education 
undeniably is related to the quality of life which God has 
promised in the prophetical vision of abundant life for all 
and an explicitly missiological orientation of the paradigm 
of theological education in the context of the concept of 
Missio Dei.136 For patterns and models of theological edu-
cation geared towards that abundance of life for all which 
constantly is denied by existing systems of exploitation and 
globalization some essential requirements are identified in 
the statement which would lean towards inter-disciplinary 
and intercultural methods, clear account of pedagogy and 
teaching methods, inclusivity in terms of multiple forms 
of rationality and human potentialities (emotional, cogni-
tive, physical, spiritual, moral, intuitive, creative) and con-
textually and historically rooted discourses on theological 
concepts. There are consequences of this for the “quality 
management” of the life of institutions of theological edu-
cation which ought to be measured “by the level of learn-
ing, security, welfare, mutual trust, initiative, as well as 
by other general criteria linked to an inclusive character, 
diversity, gender equity.” The document is an indication of 

111, no. November (2008).
134. “Abya Yala” means “Continent of Life” in the language of the 
Kuna peoples of Panama and Colombia. The Aymara leader Takir 
Mamani suggested the selection of this name (which the Kuna 
use to denominate the American continents in their entirety), and 
proposed that all Indigenous peoples in the Americas utilize it in 
their documents and oral declarations. “Placing foreign names 
on our cities, towns and continents,” he argued, “is equal to 
subjecting our identity to the will of our invaders and to that of 
their heirs.” The proposal of Takir Mamani has found a favorable 
reception in various sectors. Thus this term is used to describe 
Latin America from indigenous perspectives. “About Abya Yala,” 
Native Web, Inc. http://abyayala.nativeweb.org/about.html
135. Preiswerk and Others, “Manifesto of Quality Theological 
Education in Latin America.”
136. NJ Njoroge, “Transforming Theological Education in 
Mission,” International Review of Mission 94, no. 373 (2005). 
Peter F. Penner, Theological Education as Mission (Schwarzenfeld: 
Neufeld Verlag, 2005). Lothar Engel and Dietrich Werner, 
Ökumenische Perspektiven Theologischer Ausbildung, Beiheft 
Zur Ökumenischen Rundschau (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag Otto 
Lembeck, 1990).

how the debate on quality of theological education is both 
advancing in some regions and essentially needed still in 
other regions.137 The international debate on comparable 
quality standards of theological education has barely begun 
among existing associations of theological schools, though 
it was becoming clear during WOCATI conference that 
this is a field of strategic importance and many potentials 
for mutual learning between the associations of theological 
schools.

What are common standards for quality assurance and 
evaluation in theological education in the 21st century? There 
are also external reasons for intensifying this debate, as 
looking beyond one’s own nose it is soon becoming clear 
that there are enormous and rapid developments going on 
with regard to quality assurance and international stan-
dardization of higher education systems in the secular field 
which are of crucial importance also for higher institutions 
of theological education. Since the first UNESCO World 
Conference on Higher Education in 1998 (WCHE) there 
has been an intense debate on quality of higher education 
at UNESCO level which theological colleges and regional 
associations should not despise but explore with interest 
what they can learn and benefit from them. In the “World 
Declaration on Higher Education for the Twenty First 
Century: Vision and Action” from 1998 it was stated that 
“Developing quality in higher education and mechanisms 
for its assurance is crucial for the future of education in 
the 21st century.” The definition given here was: “Qual-
ity in higher education is a multidimensional concept, which 
should embrace all its functions, and activities: teaching and 
academic programmes, research and scholarship, staffing, stu-
dents, buildings, facilities, equipment, services to the commu-
nity and the academic environment, internal self-evaluation 
and external review, conducted openly by independent spe-
cialists, if possible with international expertise, are vital for 
enhancing quality” (Art. 11)

In 2004 there was an important First International 
Barcelona Conference on Higher Education on the theme 
“The social commitment of Universities”, organized by 
GUNI (Global Universities Network for Innovation, a net-
work created by UNESCO and the University Politecnica 
de Catalunya in Barcelona), which is very rich in terms of 
deepening insights and experiences in quality assurance in 
higher education institutions.138

137. For the debate on quality in theological education in the US 
comp. the excellent book of Daniel O. Aleshire, Earthen Vessels: 
Hopeful Reflections on the Work and Future of Theological Schools 
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans Pub., 2008).
138. “Higher Education in the World 2007: Accreditation for 
Quality Assurance: What is at stake? GUNI series on the social 
commitment of universities,” Global University Network for 
Innovation. http://www.gunirmies.net/info/default.php?id=89.
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In South Africa, theological education has been chal-
lenged greatly on the issue of quality assurance.139 With 
the arrival of democracy in 1994 and the emergence of a 
new education system, issue of accreditation and quality 
assurance began to surface as extremely important. New 
institutions and mechanisms were put in place to deal with 
these issues like the South African Qualifications Author-
ity, the National Qualifications Framework with its con-
comitant Standard Generating Bodies etc. All of this was 
quite scary to theological education, in particular theologi-
cal faculties, clusters and institutions benefiting from state 
funding. There were in particular two major challenges fac-
ing theological education. First, the simple fact that qual-
ity assurance is a very technical thing which comes from 
the corporate world of business, in particular manufactur-
ing. In business quality assurance is the process of making 
sure that the end product or commodity is of very good 
quality by taking care of the different steps in the manu-
facturing process. For this mechanisms are put in place, 
turning quality assurance into a very technical process. This 
is difficult for theological education to follow since it does 
not deal with commodities in the consumerist sense of the 
word. It can also lead to a very deep identity crisis not only 
for theologians, but all those in the human and social sci-
ences since teaching has now become the production of 
knowledge and the teacher a producer of knowledge. How-
ever, despite these pitfalls the emphasis on quality assur-
ance in education has also come as a blessing in disguise to 
theological education. For the first time now, theological 
education is subjected to the same accreditation criteria 
and quality assurance measures like all other disciplines. 
There is a unit standard informed by outcomes based edu-
cation which requires a careful formulation of the purpose 
of a particular course or module, specific outcomes, criti-
cal cross-field outcomes and importantly also, assessment 
criteria. Educators in theology now have to collabourate 
with a whole range of agencies like experts on learning and 
curriculum development, critical readers, focus groups 
(learners) in designing study material. The three main areas 
in which competencies are to be developed, namely knowl-
edge, skills and attitudes or values, have helped theologi-
cal education greatly in developing relevant, context-based 
material in response to authentic problems in church and 
society. As an institution in open and distance learning, 
Unisa has empowered theology to bring quality theologi-
cal education to people without uprooting them from 
context.140

139. Prof. Nico Botha, UNISA; see also: McCoy, “Restoring 
Mission to the Heart of Theological Education a South African 
Perspective.”
140. “See UNISA website on Quality Assurance,” UNISA 
(http://www.unisa.ac.za/Default.asp?Cmd=ViewContent&Con

18) Pentecostalism and Theological Education—a Case Study 
on the Interrelation between the Pentecostal Movement, 
Theological Education and the Ecumenical Movement
Allan Anderson has argued141 that theological education as 
shaped in the West with its tradition of encounter between 
Protestantism and Enlightenment in many cases originally 
was in some tension with Pentecostal theological Spiritu-
ality and learning. The “liberal and pluralistic theological 
agenda … often seems to diametrically oppose Pente-
costal/ Charismatic spirituality and exclusivity. A certain 
tension exists between academic integrity and spirituality, 
especially when education does not seem to further Chris-
tian spirituality.“ For Pentecostal traditions in the South-
ern hemisphere Christian spirituality was influenced by 
the popular religions of the regions in which they lived, 
which often led to sharp differences with the rather cerebral 
Christianity of western missionaries and their theological 
colleges. The context of theological education is not the 
Bible college, the seminary or the university, but the com-
munity in which God’s people is found. Only when the 
context is clear in our minds can we begin to adjust the 
content of our education; and this is as true for Europe as 
for anywhere else.”142 But despite all historical hesitation 
and tension there is an increasing trend within Pentecostal 
churches to get access to advanced programmes of theo-
logical colleges in other historical churches and/or to set up 
their own institutions of theological education. There are 
some impressive “efforts of Pentecostal colleges in Europe 
to forge alliances with secular universities and seek valida-
tion for degrees including masters’ programmes in Pente-
costal studies, while Pentecostal educators attain doctoral 
degrees in theology.”143

There are however also dangers and hidden chal-
lenges involved as much of Pentecostal theology did not 
yet develop a critical assessment of modernity and post-
modernity from their own viewpoint, but to some extent 
was also incorporating uncritically some of the assump-
tions of western theological thought: For instance “North 
American Pentecostal missions contributed generously 
towards the establishment of “Bible schools” and in-service 
training structures throughout the world, resulting in the 
more rapid growth of indigenous Pentecostal churches. 
However, the fundamental flaws in these structures exist 
particularly because they are western models foisted onto 
tentID=10740) and particularly the policy of quality assurance 
which applies for all disciplines: http://www.unisa.edu.au/policies/
policies/academic/A35a.asp.
141. Allan Anderson, Pentecostal-Charismatic Spirituality and 
Theological Education, PentecoStudies, vol. 3, no. 1, 2004, in: 
http://www.glopent.net
142. Ibid, 3.
143. Ibid, 4.
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the rest of the world. This is part of the legacy of the colo-
nial past with its cultural imperialism and ethnocentrism. 
Pentecostal (and other) missionaries from Europe and 
North America followed this pattern. They thought they 
knew what sort of training people needed in Africa, Asia 
and Latin America, in order to become ministers after the 
model of the West. It is clear that the alliance between 
Evangelicalism and white classical Pentecostalism in the 
USA from 1943 onwards had a profound effect on Pente-
costal theological education. Pentecostals found themselves 
being drawn in to the evangelical-ecumenical dichotomy 
pervading evangelical Christianity. Pentecostals became 
vulnerable to losing their distinctive experience-oriented 
spirituality as Evangelical and fundamentalist models of 
education were bought into wholesale and uncritically.“144

As it is a historical feature of many Pentecostal 
churches, “that many of the early Pentecostal leaders in 
Europe and North America and some of the most suc-
cessful indigenous pastors in many parts of the world have 
been those with little theological education, or none at 
all”(p. 6) many Pentecostal leaders remain critical and “less 
confident of the benefits of theological education, and even 
of the method of training in the developed countries which 
were imposed on Protestants in the developing nations …
The emphasis in Pentecostal and Charismatic leadership 
usually has been on the spirituality of the leader rather than 
on intellectual abilities or even ministerial skills.”

But how to relate the Pentecostal movement and the 
ecumenical movement today which by some are regarded 
as the two most important religious renewal movements of 
the 20th century?145 Are they two different and irreconcil-
able movements? There is still a lot of ignorance on Pente-
costalism in mainline and ecumenical churches, and there 
is a lot of ignorance on ecumenism in some Pentecostal cir-
cles. It is the conviction of this study paper that both move-
ments need and complement each other, that both should 
come together, because this will have enormous positive 
consequences for theological education. A Pentecostal ecu-
menism might be growing and is already emerging and this 
has a lot to do with theological education. In the first phase 
of Pentecostalism (1901-1930) theological education did 
not play a major role in Pentecostalism, as this was a mass 
movement mostly of poor people with not much educa-
tion at all. But with the institutionalization of Pentecostal 
churches in the second phase (after 1930) and the second 

144. Ibid, 5.
145. See for the whole context the background article of Daniel 
Chiquete, “Pentecostalism, Theological Education and Ecumenism 
in Latin America,” on: http://www.oikoumene.org; Henry I 
Lederle, “Pentecostals and Ecumenical Theological Education,” 
Ministerial Formation 80, no. January (1998).

or third generation of Pentecostal leaders there emerged a 
Pentecostal interest in theological education. Most of the 
early theological education for Pentecostal leaders came 
from the historical churches (Methodist, Presbyterian, 
Baptists). Only in the third phase, after the 1980ies Pente-
costalism began to more systematically develop a theology 
of its own which reflects more the charismatic roots of this 
movement. While some major institutions of theologi-
cal education have accepted Pentecostal students or even 
theological teachers, others are still not prepared to open 
themselves up in this direction. Nowadays there is a new 
generation of Pentecostal leaders many of whom are very 
open to encounters and cooperation with historical main-
line churches and with the ecumenical movement. There 
is a huge interest of many Pentecostal churches to invest 
more in theological education and to upgrade their theo-
logical training.146

In summarizing it can be said

•   that it is a key task for the 21st century to develop joint 
theological education programmes with Pentecostal 
churches and Pentecostal theological educators;

•   there is much that historical churches can learn from 
Pentecostal churches in theological education with 
regard to the understanding of the Holy Spirit and ways 
of reaching out to the poor and marginalized;

•   there is also much to learn from historical churches’ 
theological education traditions in the area of Biblical 
hermeneutics, social ethics and methodology of dialogi-
cal learning.

19) The Role of Regional Centres (of Excellence) in 
Theological Research and Studies—a Case Study of SEAGST 
Programme in ATESEA
For most regions of the world a crucial question in the area 
of theological education is whether and where to create 
some regional centres of excellence in theological research 
and post-graduate theological education, some hub-centres 
of theological education for leadership development, as it is 
not possible to have proper post-graduate course resources 
in each of the national or local theological colleges. The 
issue of how churches can invest into long-term theologi-
cal leadership development programmes which would be 
an appropriate shape for a post-graduate theological lead-
ership development programme cannot find an answer 

146. Amos Yong, “Pentecostalism and the Theological Academy,” 
Theology Today 64, no. 2 (2007).
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which is identical for all regions in the world, but rather 
needs careful assessment of situations, needs and resources 
in order to receive a contextually viable answer.147 But most 
of all it needs joint planning and very good cooperation of 
all partners involved in a region and beyond.

A prominent example for a regional centre of excel-
lence in theological research and post-graduate education 
is the SEAGST programme of ATESEA which in fifty 
years has grown from a community of 16 colleges to a com-
munity of 104 colleges in South Asia at present. A con-
sortium style of higher theological education institute, the 
South East Asia Graduate School of Theology (SEAGST) 
was established in 1966 under the auspices of the Asso-
ciation of the Theological Schools in South East Asia. In 
cooperation with and on behalf of member schools of the 
Association, the Graduate School conducts programmes of 
advanced theological studies at the master and doctoral lev-
els and grants the degree of Master of Theology (M. theol.) 
and Doctor of Theology (D. theol.) The programme makes 
available to graduates of approved theological schools in 
South East Asia the combined academic resources of the 
participating accredited schools so that suitable students 
may have the opportunity of continuing their studies 
within South East Asia.

Four specific aims were designed for this Graduate 
School:

1.   To assist in the intellectual and spiritual development of 
Asian theologians so that their Christian ministry will 
be enriched and be more effective;

2.   To contribute to the emergence of contextual and 
Asia-oriented theology by providing the facilities, and 
opportunities of research into, and reflection upon, the 
Christian faith as it relates to the living faiths, cultures 
and traditions of Asia, and to contemporary Asian soci-
ety and its problems;

3.   To further the training of competent teachers for the 
theology faculties of the region and of leaders for Chris-
tian ministry in the church and society;

4.   To promote opportunities for the interchange of the 
graduate students and faculty members between the dif-
ferent participating institutions with a view to enhancing 
both a regional consciousness and Christian fellowship 
across the barriers of race, cultures and nations.

147. Comp. the highly interesting TEF staff paper on “Centres 
for Advanced Theological Study in the Third World: A Survey 
and Evaluation of Developments,” in Learning in Context, TEF 
London Bromley, 1973, p. 155ff.

The advanced theological education implemented in 
South Asia through area cooperation in order to overcome 
the limitation of personnel, experiences and educational 
resources, i.e. South East Asia Graduate School of The-
ology (SEAGST), has come to a turning point under the 
influence of factors within and outside. The challenges of 
the popularity of religious studies in universities, and the 
readiness of many of the local theological institutes to offer 
higher theological degree programmes, raised questions 
about the quality and legitimacy of the current area setup 
(more and more participating schools are launching their 
own advanced theological degrees, which creates an over-
lapping of programmes). While recognizing the strengths 
of the current model for contextual concerns, the need for 
reviewing and re-engineering the SEAGST to a more rel-
evant model of theological education for the churches and 
societies in Asia has been discussed widely.

During the Malang Assembly of ATESEA a major 
draft project was proposed and accepted in principle that 
ATESEA would be restructured according to the two main 
objectives of this association, namely to provide an accredi-
tation programme for the degree programmes of accred-
ited member schools and to provide a faculty development 
programme both with a teachers academy and with a new 
common doctoral degree programme which might be 
called “Asian Theological Union.” The ATU is envisaged as 
a consortium of participating schools offering joint degrees 
in the level of D.Th. programmes and directed by an inde-
pendent senate which has to safeguard its integrity, quality 
and academic directions.

However these exciting project plans of ATESEA will 
be realized and carried out not only in the Asian context, 
for this paper at the world level explores some of the key 
questions with which churches and institutions have to 
wrestle, concerning cooperation in higher theological edu-
cation which are relevant not only in Asia but apply in 
principle to many other contexts though conditions vary 
among the different local settings.148

a)   How can smaller colleges of theological education which 
cover a vast region establish a common framework for 
cooperation in the area of higher degrees in theological 
education?

b)   How are theological institutions enabled to develop 
a common working process for excellency in 

148. There are certainly other regional centres of excellence 
in theological research and studies in other continents and it 
would be promising to have a more detailed study on the future 
development perspectives of hub-centres like in Latin America 
the Universidade Metodista de Sao Paulo with its Programme de 
Pòs-Graduacao em Ciencias da Religiao or the major theological 
colleges located in Hong Kong and Singapore.
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contextualizing theology in a broader region and to 
formulate new coherent trends in their theological 
discourse (comp. the relevance of the “Asian Critical 
Principle” or the subsequent “Guidelines for doing 
Theology in Asian contexts”?

c)   Is it better to have one regional centre (central campus) 
of theological excellence which can serve as a hub and 
trendsetter of contextual theologies or to have a coop-
erative network of several doctoral centres which have 
a common framework (instead of each centre following 
its own policies without any relation to the other)?

d)   What are the best ways to bring to mutual benefit and 
fruition resources of theological education and theolo-
gies from within a certain region with other theological 
and personnel resources offered in the Diaspora com-
munity of theological scholars (like for example ATE-
SEA the Asian theological educator’s community at 
large, which exists outside the geographical region of 
Asia)?

20) Structural Divides and Potentials for Cooperation 
in Different Networks of Theological Education—a Case 
Study on the Interrelation between Senate of Serampore 
College (University) - and ATA—Related Theological 
Colleges in India
There is a striking un-simultaneity between the growing 
missiological convergence between evangelical and ecu-
menical circles engaged in Christian mission and theo-
logical education—both in many cases affirm basically 
common convictions in the understanding of mission and 
education—and the institutional structures and “camps” 
of theological schools and colleges which remains structur-
ally divided or in some areas are even marked by identities 
which are shaped in opposition to each other. There will 
not be any major progress in ecumenical orientation and 
contextualization of theological education unless there are 
no deliberate attempts for bridging the institutional divide 
between global ecumenical networks in theological educa-
tion and global and regional evangelical and Pentecostal net-
works of theological education. There are well-developed 
evangelical networks of theological education (like Inter-
national Council for Evangelical Theological Education 
(ICETE)149 under WEA which play an important role 
in some regions and levels of theological education and 
which are neither part of WOCATI nor of any ecumeni-
cal networks in WCC for a number of reasons. Bearing 
in mind what was called for during the Global Christian 
Forum in Nairobi in November 2007 in terms of widening 

149. “Home,” ICETE-International Council for Evangelical 
Theological Education. http://www.icete-edu.org/.

the networks of cooperation one should explore in each 
region what kind of signals could be developed to invite 
some of these networks for a process deliberately designed 
to strengthen mutual cooperation.

In India for instance there is the family of colleges 
linked and recognized by the Senate of Serampore.150 
Some 50 colleges belong to this family which actually 
brings together both “ecumenical”, Pentecostal and “evan-
gelical” theological colleges.151 The Senate of Serampore 
College follows the system of affiliation of colleges and 
awards the (same) degree from Serampore College to all 
the qualified candidates doing studies in one of its affili-
ated seminaries. A common syllabus with flexibility and 
common exam of certain number courses are undertaken 
to assure the academic standards in all the affiliated semi-
naries. The strict academic scrutiny of Senate of Serampore 
College for affiliation purposes has been a challenge for 
many theological schools in India who were not able to 
meet the academic requirements (demanded by the Sen-
ate of Serampore College). On the other hand there is the 
Asian Theological Association152 (ATA) which represents 
evangelical theological colleges and brings together nearly 
200 member institutions in Asian countries and around 
100 member institutions in India—over 60 already accred-
ited and another 40 on the way. ATA understands itself 
as a community of “theological educational institutions, 
committed to evangelical faith and scholarship, which are 
networking together, to serve the Church in equipping the 
people of God for the mission of the Lord Jesus Christ 
. . . (established in 1970 it aims at) serving its members 
in the development of evangelical biblical theology by 
strengthening interaction, enhancing scholarship, promot-
ing academic excellence, fostering spiritual and ministe-
rial formation, and mobilizing resources to fulfill God’s 

150. Ravi Tiwari, “Senate of Serampore College (University) at 
Ninety: Issues and Concerns,” on: http://www.oikoumene.org
151. Whereas it is assumed that the Senate of Serampore College 
leads the ecumenical theological education, quite a number of 
the colleges affiliated to it are of the evangelical persuasion and 
are identified with the national and international evangelical / 
Pentecostal movements, such as the Union Biblical Seminary, 
Allahabad Biblical Seminary, Madras Theological College and 
Seminary, New Theological College, Gospel for Asia Biblical 
Seminary, etc. Even colleges in the North East India such as 
Clarke Theological College, Aizawl Theological College, John 
Roberts Theological Seminary, etc., will hold either a middle 
position or lean towards evangelical views. Hence, one cannot 
say Serampore leads ecumenical theological education and 
ATA leads evangelical theological education. If ATA does lead 
strictly evangelical theological education, Serampore leads both 
ecumenical and evangelical theological education for India. For 
funding reasons, sometimes, these distinctions are over played.
152. “Home,” Asia Theological Association. http://www.ataasia.
com/.
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global mission within diverse Asian cultures.” There is dual 
affiliation for some of the colleges so that there is no clear 
dividing line between ecumenical and evangelical colleges 
but structurally there are two distinct bodies dealing with 
issues of and curriculum developments in theological edu-
cation though ATA cannot do this on the level of univer-
sity degrees. There even is a third accrediting association 
which is the Indian Institute of Missiology (IIM). It was 
founded in 1994 and meanwhile brings together some 70 
institutions of theological training and education in the 
area of mission work within and outside India—but only 
in 2004 equivalency and mutual recognition was worked 
out between ATA and IIM concerning their curriculum 
and degrees in mission and theological studies.153

While the historical reasons for the formation of a dis-
tinct evangelical network of theological education (in the 
context of the emergence of the Lausanne movement) are 
obvious relating to the polarization in the understanding of 
mission in the late 60ies and 70ies it should be asked today 
what is the distinct common task and what are common 
objectives for all major stakeholders in theological educa-
tion. Sometimes distinctive affiliations seem to be more 
caused and emphasized due to funding reasons related 
to external partners than actually rooted in the content, 
understanding and methodology of theological education. 
It needs to be justified whether it still make sense to have 
separate networks for theological education and how the 
given picture really presents the unity of the church and 
the strategic importance of theological education for future 
generations. We have to ask: How should the situation be 
transformed for securing a common and not fragmented 
future of theological education in Asia and Africa? How can 
we best contribute to visible unity in the area of theological 
education in the different parts of our global community? 
Moving beyond the 60s and 70s divisive journey, “ecu-
menical” and “evangelical” theological educators which 
share so much in common should work to converge and 
unify their common vision and mission. Efforts towards 
such unity should not in themselves be made to appear 
in a partisan manner—such as WCC attempts should be 
ecumenical in ethos but not ecumenical in party language 
as a divisive element. We need to steer clearly with nobler 
ways to unify and show forth a mentality that shall reflect 
the will and purpose of God in our Lord Jesus Christ.

21) New Models of Distant Learning in Theological 
Education—Case Study on UNISA and Other Models
Nothing has a more profound impact on the patterns of 
education globally then the rapid transformation processes 

153. Siga Arles, “Advocacy: A Missiological Imperative,” Indian 
Journal of Missiology 8, no. 1 (2007).

going on with regard to new information and commu-
nication technologies (ICT) which are both opening up 
new potentials in theological learning (e-learning, research 
exchange groups via internet, distant master courses using 
digital formats; digital libraries) as well as creating new 
problems and discrepancies. While the „global digital 
divide“ in terms of accessibility to the web and electronic 
libraries still is a major problem and challenge particularly 
in many African and some Asian countries there is no halt 
to the global spread of modern ICT’s in principle. There 
are theological colleges in Africa now which have only 30 
residential students, but 300 distant learning students.

Experts in global higher education have assured us that 
there is a historically unprecedented acceleration of knowl-
edge in science and education which goes hand in hand 
with improved means of rapid dissemination of knowledge 
by modern means of ICT’s though we also face the widen-
ing digital or knowledge divide (but this not only between 
North and South, but very much also within many nations 
depending from educational and socio-economic level of 
development in certain groups of society.154

There is a vast literature already on backgrounds, 
potentials and challenges for distant learning models in 
theological education.155 But still only some few theo-
logical colleges in Asia and Africa have a department on 
Christian communication and more still need to be done 
in terms of studies and research on how theological edu-
cation institutions should plan to make proper use of 
modern communication and information technologies for 
theological teaching, for mutual cooperation, for exchange 
and dissemination of information to larger sectors of their 
societies.

Distant learning models according to a definition used 
at UNISA in South Africa is a “concept aimed at bridg-
ing the time, geographical, economic, social, educational 
and communication distance between student and insti-
tution, student and academics, student and courseware 
and student and peers. Open distance learning focuses on 
removing barriers to access learning, flexibility of learning 
provision, student-centeredness, supporting students and 
constructing learning programmes with the expectation 
that students can succeed”;

154. Wadi D. Haddad, “Tertiary Education Today: Global Trends, 
Global Agendas, Global Constraints,” in ICETE International 
Consultation for Theological Educators (High Wycombe, UK: 
International Council for Evangelical Theological Education 
(ICETE), 2003). http://www.theoledafrica.org/ICETE/Files/
Haddad_TertiaryEducation.htm.
155. Charles Bellinger, “Theological Education and Distance 
Learning: A Working Bibliography,” Brite Divinity School, http://
www.lib.tcu.edu/staff/bellinger/theo_distance_bib.htm.
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And according to a further definition

“Open learning is an approach to learning that gives 
students flexibility and choice over what, when, where, at 
what pace and how they learn. Open learning is all encom-
passing and includes distance education, resource-based 
learning, correspondence learning, flexi-study and self-
paced study;”156

Many theological colleges all around the world are 
now adding distant learning programmes to their curricu-
lum in order to reach out to new student groups. There 
are also some churches which have offered distant learning 
programmes which are internet-based:

An interesting example is “The Methodist e-Acad-
emy” which is an initiative aiming to meet the challenge of 
equipping people for ordained and lay leadership by mak-
ing use of the resources offered by contemporary computer 
technology and the internet. The aim is to train leaders 
who can equip Methodist churches to bear faithful and 
effective witness to God’s reign and thus become agents for 
personal and social transformation.

The Methodist e-Academy157 is a project of the four 
Episcopal Areas of the United Methodist Church in 
Europe and works in co-operation with the British Meth-
odist Church and other independent Methodist Churches 
in Europe. It was developed in response to a specific need 
in many European countries where there are no Method-
ist seminaries to educate pastors and limited facilities to 
educate lay leaders. This situation is particularly acute in 
the central and eastern Europe where the church is experi-
encing growth and requires well equipped leaders. On the 
other hand there are, within the different European coun-
tries, well qualified people who can provide the required 
education. The challenge posed by this situation is how 
to meet the need for educating in a manner which maxi-
mizes the potential of the resources that are available across 
Europe. The Methodist E-Academy began as a response 
to this challenge as an internet based distance learning 
programme which draws faculty from across Europe and 
reaches students across Europe.

Hence the initial project of the e-Academy was to 
launch a programme aimed at preparing students for ordi-
nation. It could not nor did it intend to offer a full pro-
gramme in theological studies nor did it intend to replace 
existing seminaries. Rather it provides a limited range of 
courses can be used in different ways in the different Euro-
pean countries as a supplement to seminary education. At 

156. “Distance Learning.” UNISA. http://www.unisa.ac.za/
default.asp?Cmd=ViewContent&ContentID=15100.
157. David Field, “Methodist E Academy Homepage,” http://
www.methodist-e-academy.org.

present we are offering a programme of 6 courses in Meth-
odist Studies.

The development of the project of a Methodist e-Acad-
emy coincides with plans been made by the General Board 
of Higher Education and Ministry of the United Meth-
odist Church to develop internet based distance learning 
programmes to meet the needs of theological education in 
Africa and Latin America with the eventual goal of a global 
network of e-learning programmes.

Another prominent example is STETS—the South-
ern Theological Education and Training Scheme, based in 
Sarum College, Salisbury, in the UK158 which provides 
training and formation for stipendiary, non-stipendiary 
and lay-ministries in that region. Or the first Ecumenical 
Studies Distant Learning Programme in Eastern Europe 
which is offered by the Institute for Ecumenical Studies 
(Dr Antoine Arjakovsky) in the Ukrainian Catholic Uni-
versity of Lviv, Ukraine.159

III) Affirmations, Questions and Recommendations

At the end of this survey concerning contemporary trends 
and challenges in theological education we cannot present 
a homogeneous concept which would be applicable every-
where disregarding the specificities of time and context. 
Rather we prefer to conclude this summary report paper 
with a number of crucial affirmations, questions and rec-
ommendations on a number of key areas which seem to be 
of strategic importance for the future of theological educa-
tion in world Christianity:

22) Christian Mission and Theological Education
We affirm that theological education is vital for the trans-
mission of Christian tradition from one generation to the 
other and for integral Christian mission in today’s world. 
Theological education is essential for the renewal and con-
tinuity of the church and its leadership. Theological educa-
tion is a matter of survival for an authentic and contextual 
mission of the church in contemporary contexts. Theologi-
cal education is crucial for the interaction between church 
and society where many issues demand for a sharpened 
stand and position of Christianity. This has become a com-
monly held conviction both in western and eastern Chris-
tianity, in both the churches of the South and the churches 
of the North. Theological education is deepening biblical 
knowledge and the capacity to distinguish and to assess the 
different powers and spirits and to discern God’s working 

158. “STETS - The Ecumenical Distance Learning Theology 
Course For Southern England,” http://www.stets.ac.uk/.
159. “Institute of Ecumenical Studies,” Ukrainian Catholic 
University http://www.ecumenicalstudies.org.ua/eng/;
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in this world. The promotion of theological education is a 
life and death issue for Christianity particularly in Africa 
and Asia. It is only through theological education that a 
door can be kept open for the vision of a renewed Africa 
and the Gospel values kept alive for allowing metanoia to 
happen within churches and society in African nations. 
Building up capacities for theological education in Africa 
has had only a short history. A major withdrawal from this 
monumental task at this point of history can only lead to 
a continuation of the plundering of the continent from 
its political leaders and a continuation of the ignorance 
of masses which long for more education, liberation and 
human rights.

We recommend that churches and partner organiza-
tions increase their efforts to strengthen, to accompany and 
to enhance theological education—particularly in Africa. 
Courses on Christian mission, World Christianity, Church 
Unity and Ecumenism should be given a prominent place 
and be strengthened in theological education institutions 
around the world in the coming decades.

23) Global and Regional Forum on Theological Education
We affirm the broad-based dialogue process which begun 
with Edinburgh 2010 and recommend that it continue 
involving representatives from all historical and new Chris-
tian churches which are part of World Christianity today. 
.This dialogue process on major goals and common coop-
eration in theological education is needed more urgently 
now than ever before, lest isolation and fragmentation 
in theological education overcome the churches and the 
responsibility for promoting and supporting theological 
education is neglected.

In the light of the very few opportunities for dialogue 
between historical, evangelical, charismatic, Pentecostal 
and Independent churches on theological education and 
the reductions in important programmes in several insti-
tutions (including the WCC), we recommend that a con-
tinuous global forum (working group) on cooperation in 
theological education be created. The Global Forum on 
Theological Education could serve as a continuation com-
mittee within Edinburgh 2010 process to take up some 
of the challenges identified in this paper in an effort for 
joint cooperation, bring together key representatives from 
major associations of theological schools, networks for 
theological education and partner organization support-
ing theological education institutions. It should closely 
cooperate and/or be seen as an enlarged framework of the 
WOCATI network (World Conference of Associations of 
Theological Schools). At the same time the Regional Ecu-
menical Organizations (REOs like CCA, AACC, CLAI) 
should play a new role in strengthening and supporting 

networks, fundraising and grant-giving on theological 
education within their region to enhance the interrelation 
between churches and institutions of theological education 
within their regions. There is also a need to strengthen-
ing inter-regional networking and exchange between theo-
logical educators and institutions of theological education 
(for instance between Asia -Africa, Africa-Latin America, 
Europe-Africa).

24) Bridging the Divide in Terms of Unequal Accessibility of 
Theological Education
We affirm that theological education should be accessible 
for all parts of the Christian family: We affirm that access 
to theological education be available to all segments of the 
Christian family, the churches in South and North, East 
and West, women and men, people from poor and affluent 
backgrounds (see categories of access to theological educa-
tion as mentioned in chapter 7). The fast growing churches 
in the South have a right and an essential need to have bet-
ter facilities for theological education.

In the face of glaring discrepancies in terms of avail-
ability and accessibility of theological education we rec-
ommend that adequate attention be given by churches, 
ecumenical partner organizations and REOs for strength-
ening theological education programmes and institutions 
particularly in those areas where the enormous demand for 
theological education cannot be met properly at present.

25) Theological Education between Church and University 
Settings
We affirm that there are legitimate and different histori-
cal reasons for some church contexts to opt primarily for 
church related institutional settings of theological educa-
tion and for others to opt primarily for university related 
institutional settings of theological education.

While each context has to be looked at within its own 
right we also recommend that churches should consider 
some of the following basic questions in order to justify 
and to decide about related priorities concerning the insti-
tutional settings of theological education as adequate and 
appropriate in a given context such as

a)   What kind of church-model (church vision) is inform-
ing and guiding what type of TE today?

b)   Is there a proper balance between the different types of 
TE in a given context?

c)   What kind of TE in a particular context is most appro-
priate for nurturing and inspiring a missionary church, 
engaged in Public Theology, social witness and global 
solidarity?
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d)   What are the primary subjects of theological learning/
target groups of theological education in a given con-
text? For whom and with whom are students learning 
theology? What is - for which context - the most rel-
evant place/institutional framework/learning context 
for theological education?

e)   What is the proper self-perception of an institution 
of theological education? Should it view itself more as 
a mere academic institution or more as a part of the 
church or how are both essential dimensions related to 
each other?

f )   As universities are not value-free zones, but also driven 
by certain implicit or explicit value systems and ideolo-
gies it needs to be asked: Are university settings offering 
a solid space for free and genuine academic exchange of 
values, ideas and uncontrolled research or are universi-
ties themselves led by business driven agendas and tend 
to devalue the relevance of humanities (including social 
and religious studies)?

g)   If in a given context (like Africa) the predominant 
trend is to move towards Christian Universities as the 
most promising and appropriate institutional context 
for theological education it needs to be asked: What 
makes a university Christian? What makes a university 
a Christian university? Is genuine interdenominational 
cooperation secured? What kind of advantages can 
Christian Universities offer in terms of relating TE to 
other disciplines and subjects like development studies, 
communication, health studies, management studies 
etc.? And what guarantees quality, academic excellence 
as well as spiritually sound formation in theological 
education in these settings today? How can Christian 
Universities avoid becoming enclaves for Christian fun-
damentalism (which certainly is the opposite from what 
they want to stand for)?

h)   What kind of scope is offered by secular universities 
to provide models of theological education which safe-
guard the integrity and identity of Christian theology, 
have an openness to the dimensions of ministerial and 
spiritual formation and maintain a proper relationship 
with the existing churches in that context? To what 
extend do secular university contexts allow theological 
education sufficient freedom not to be driven by pres-
sures from an economy driven, mono-cultural setting 
of academia?

i)   How are the different types of theological education 
if co-existing with each other in a given national or 
regional context related with each other and can cooper-
ate with each other in a way which benefits all of them?

26) Churches Support and Sense of Ownership for 
Institutions of Theological Education
We affirm that churches, mission organizations and ecu-
menical partners have a key responsibility for supporting 
and enabling high quality institutions of theological edu-
cation while respecting a certain degree of autonomy in 
their operating and academic research. There are different 
models by which this sense of ownership for theological 
education is expressed in the different church settings. But 
there are also cases in which a genuine lack of support and 
ownership for institutions of theological education, partic-
ularly those who are supported by an interdenominational 
set of churches, is experienced.

Theological education not only serves the building 
up the church from the perspective of the reign of God, 
but it also creates social awareness, political discernment, 
social involvement, and Christian participation in trans-
formation processes of societies. Investment in theological 
education is a direct investment into the social and political 
development and transformation of society and the raising 
of its educational levels. Ecumenical partners and fund-
ing agencies which focus on development projects should 
review their guidelines so as to give theological education 
projects a place and higher priority in their agenda where 
ever possible.

The only proper remedy against religious fundamen-
talism is investment in education. Lack of education and 
theological formation often is one of the root causes for 
ignorance over against other cultures, religious traditions 
and special social contexts. Churches which take theologi-
cal education of both laity and ordained seriously and sup-
port all its different levels are better equipped to counteract 
trends towards religious fundamentalism and communal 
tensions in their own regions and worldwide.

Churches and Christians should be aware of the fact 
that Christianity—in different degrees, but both in the 
protestant, roman-catholic and orthodox traditions - had 
a strong historical inclination and heritage to support and 
nurture theological education (theological faculties often 
have been the centre around which secular universities later 
grew). But investments in theological education have gone 
done in a number of countries both in the West and also in 
the South and some churches consider theological educa-
tion as only important up to the lower degree levels (BD) 
in order to secure input of new ministers. The abilities of 
Churches however to strengthen their own leadership, to 
prepare a new generation of well-trained theological edu-
cators and to remain attractive for younger generation of 
intellectuals still to a large extend depends on investments 
and an increased sense of ownership and responsibility of 
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churches for higher (postgraduate) programmes of theo-
logical education.

We recommend that churches and its agencies (devel-
opment, mission and others) reconsider their priorities in 
terms of making more regular support available for insti-
tutions of theological education. As there does not exist 
any set pattern on the percentage which might be recom-
mended to be made available for theological education in 
Christian churches around the world we recommend to 
consider an application of the UNO regulation or recom-
mendation, that nation states should make available at least 
6% of their annual gross national product for higher edu-
cation, to the principles applied in church budgeting for 
theological education.160

We also ask whether there is a way of strengthening 
theological education in those countries in which Christi-
anity is just emerging in a way which is not repeating and 
imposing the same fragmented forms of denominational 
Christianity which were inherited from the West.

27) New Forms of Global and Regional Solidarity in 
Theological Education
We affirm the ongoing obligation of the international mis-
sionary movement for developing new forms of global and 
regional solidarity in theological education. In the history 
of the missionary movement it was due to a major common 
effort and a marvelous act of global solidarity for fund-
ing and strengthening theological education in churches 
of the South that the Theological Education Fund (TEF) 
was founded in 1958. Many of the key theological educa-
tion institutions in the South owe their existence to this 
programme and its subsequent forms in the PTE and ETE 
programme in the WCC. As many mainline churches in 
America and Western Europe face decline in membership 
and financial resources due to demographic reasons and 
also because the changing ecclesial landscape sees some 
new and financially very gifted churches in countries like 
South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore and other parts of the 
world it should be explored whether there can be a new 
system of global solidarity for promoting ecumenical theo-
logical education worldwide. Time has come to reconsider 

160. The Sixth International Conference of Adult Education of 
UNESCO (CONFINTEA VI) has recommended in May 2009 
in Belem, Brazil among other items, that the CONFINTEA V 
agreement should be implemented, that at least 6% of the GNP 
of all states should be devoted to education and the allocation to 
adults education and e-learning should be increased. Scientific 
United Nations Educational, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), “Harnessing the Power and Potential of Adult 
Learning and Education for a Viable Future: Belém Framework for 
Action: Preliminary Draft,” in The Sixth International Conference 
of Adult Education of UNESCO (CONFINTEA VI) (Belém, Brazil: 
UNESCO, 2009).

the (one-sided) international division of labour with regard 
to making available grants and scholarships for theological 
education and theological library development. The number 
of applications by far outweighs the resources available for 
theological education in the WCC at present. It might be 
explored whether the WCC or other organizations should 
mobilize for a new global solidarity fund for theological 
education or whether it is more appropriate to establish 
regional solidarity funds for ecumenical theological education 
in cooperation with the regional ecumenical organizations 
(AACC, CCA, CLAI) which exist already in some regions 
(comp. South Asia Solidarity Endowment Fund for Theo-
logical Education).

One of the most important forms of developing 
regional ways of solidarity and networking in theological 
education is the establishment of a regional association of 
theological schools which now exists in many areas of the 
world. Their viability and relevance however is subject to 
some key factors which should be considered in order to 
avoid a devaluation and ineffectiveness of this precious 
instrument of cooperation in theological education (many 
associations of theological schools in some contexts are also 
dormant, non-functioning not viable or not sufficiently 
inclusive: Regional associations of theological schools 
should have

•   an able and committed leadership and if possible an 
office which is not moving every second year;

•   a discipline of regular contributions of member institu-
tions to build up sufficient self-reliance in its budget;

•   a focused programme in terms of achieving feasible goals 
in the area of contextual theological textbooks, a com-
mon curriculum development plan and a programme for 
continued education for existing faculty;

•   a deliberate strategy for correcting the imbalance in the 
distribution and accessibility of theological knowledge 
by producing and distributing new contextual theologi-
cal literature in their region and between the regions;

•   a system to contribute to quality assessment and enhance-
ment in the theological training programmes of its mem-
ber schools;

•   working relations with ecumenical partners which are 
helped to relate to a regional association instead of just 
to one theological institution in the region;

•   a constituency which brings together a broad spectrum 
of different denominational traditions in theological 
schools and an inclusive range of theological colleges 
from diverse backgrounds.
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It is recommended therefore that a round table of new 
major ecumenical partners sharing financial, human and 
material resources for theological education should be 
installed in order to facilitate international lobbying and 
coordination of efforts for theological education in the 
South.

It is also recommended that committed and joint 
efforts are taken to revive existing associations of theo-
logical schools to serve as an instrument for ecumenical 
regional cooperation, common project planning and qual-
ity enhancement in the area of theological education.

28) The Relevance of Theological Education for the Unity of 
the Church
We affirm that theological education is a task which is com-
mon to all Christian churches and that efforts need to be 
undertaken to do all in common what actually can be done 
in fulfilling the common Christian mandate of theologi-
cal education without violating ecclesial or denominational 
identities in a given setting. The increasing fragmentation 
and denominational isolation of institutions of theologi-
cal education is harmful for the very nature of its mission 
which is to introduce people to the nature and horizon of 
what it means to be the whole body of Christ in today’s 
world.

Ecumenical theological education and broad-based 
ecumenical formation is a vital priority for Christianity in 
the 21st century and the continuation of the ecumenical 
movement - this was affirmed again by the last assembly 
of the WCC in Porto Alegre 2006. Without an increased 
commitment in theological education for ecumenical dia-
logue and cooperation, the unity of the church, its holis-
tic mission and service in today’s world and dialogue with 
people of other faiths, we might see an increased fragmen-
tation of world Christianity. Growing trends of religious 
fundamentalism and a severe lack of properly trained 
Christian leadership in many fast growing churches in 
the southern hemisphere underline the demand for more 
investments in infrastructure and interdenominational set-
tings of theological education.

We recommend that efforts should be taken to increase 
interdenominational cooperation, that synergies be sought 
between different denominational institutions of theologi-
cal education and that wherever possible interdenomina-
tional settings of theological education will be pursued and 
strengthened.

29) New Models of Online-Education and E-Learning in 
Theological Education
In taking up some of the deliberations on new distance-
learning models of theological education (chapter 21) we 
affirm that theological education is about communicat-
ing Good News and creating new abilities to communi-
cate God’s Gospel values in today’s world. Therefore new 
technological achievements should be explored and proper 
standards for increased use of ICTs should be developed in 
theological education.

We recommend that more deliberate attention should 
be given to questions of theological education, communi-
cation and the use of modern ICT’s such as: What kind 
of curricula and courses on theological education can be 
more easily shared with each other by being made avail-
able online or on a CD-ROM? What diversified forms of 
theological education in a non- residential pattern (TEE-
programmes) can benefit from proper and contextualized 
use of the new ICTs? In some Evangelical and Pentecos-
tal as well as many mainline colleges there is much use of 
modern ICTs already but a properly developed ethics of 
modern communication means for theological education 
still is missing in most settings.

30) Financial Viability of Theological Education
After the famous world study on Financial Viability in 
theological education which was prepared by Herbert Fritz 
Zorn in 1975161 there doesn’t seem to have been any major 
effort undertaken in terms of a comprehensive study of this 
strategic issue, although in each theological college in the 
South the continuing urgency and challenge of financial 
stewardship and sustainability are felt annually and even 
more dramatically than before as a result of the Global 
Financial Meltdown in 2008.162

We affirm that churches in cooperation with theo-
logical college leadership need to urgently develop an 
improved strategy for financial viability of theological edu-
cation and to develop some common regional standards of 
financial viability for theological colleges in the Southern 
hemisphere.

How to finance theological education in the South? 
This is a question which is of vital importance for the 

161. Herbert M. Zorn, Viability in Context: A Study of the 
Financial Viability of Theological Education in the Third World, 
Seedbed or Sheltered Garden? (Bromley: Theological Education 
Fund, 1975).
162. Yeow Choo Lak, The Financial Viability of Theological 
Formation, ed. J. S. Pobee and World Council of Churches, 
Towards Viable Theological Education: Ecumenical Imperative, 
Catalyst of Renewal (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1997), 94.
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future of World Christianity. Studies show that very deep 
problems in this regard are also known in the North.163

A recent report on Americans graduating from a study 
of four-year liberal arts colleges is shocking in that it shows 
a very high percent of graduates joining the work force 
[that is, if they could land a job!] with a big student loan to 
pay up. The “student loan” phenomenon is so serious that 
the report had used bankrupt BAs to emphasize its point. 
The same point applies equally to graduates from medi-
cal schools. It is estimated that a new graduate from most 
medical schools in America owes the bank US$150,000. It 
is thus not a surprise that many new seminary graduates, 
upon graduation from seminary, owe their banks $30,000 
on the average.

Education, whether liberal arts or medical, or theo-
logical, is expensive world-wide. Graduates from medical 
schools can expect to earn $100,000 p.a. after their three-
year residence following acquisition of M.D. This will give 
them the financial clout to pay up their loans.

Theological Seminary graduates (in the US) tend to 
look for churches that could pay them well enough, to 
enable them to pay back their loans. Inter alia, this means 
that churches which are unable to put together an aver-
age of $60,000 p.a. cannot hope to call a pastor. It also 
means that many small and rural churches are left without 
a pastor, forcing many of them to ‘join forces’ to invite a 
minister to pastor two or three churches.

Many Third World seminaries have to raise funds to 
feed and educate their students who do not necessarily face 
a steady future employment in the church.

It has been frequently stated164 that it is contextually 
inappropriate when the commonly used ‘professionally-
paid’ ministry model was blindly applied to the Long 
House Churches in East Malaysia. The flaw with applying 
the ‘professionally-paid’ ministry model in an essentially 
non-cash society was high-lighted when the money from 
the West used to pay the pastors dried up. If only this was 
the only incident in the history of theological education in 
Protestant churches.

Today, many rural churches, whether in the scenic 
Hawaiian islands or in the USA cannot afford any more to 
have their own pastor and have fewer and fewer worship-
pers on Sundays, because they cannot afford to pay some 
$60,000 p.a. to have a “kahu” (Pastor in Hawaii). Many 
churches in rural settings (like The United Church of 
Christ, USA) have therefore decided to open for multiple 
tracks for ordination. The usual, traditional track known 
as 4/3, i.e. four years of college education, topped off with 

163. The following examples are quoted from an additional paper 
made available for the study group from Cheow Lak.
164. Ibid.

3 years of seminary training [the traditional BA, M Div. 
track] is still there and the one most favored. The second 
track is for the natural church leaders to do part time theo-
logical education classes for at least two years and then seek 
ordination, with five years of mentoring after ordination. 
The third track is for the natural church leaders to do seven 
years of mentoring and then seek ordination. Presumably, 
ordinands from tracks two and three would settle for less 
than the normal salary a pastor receives, making it possible 
also for smaller churches to call pastors.

While this can reduce the costs involved for theologi-
cal education still the question remains how to develop a 
viable and sound concept for funding theological colleges 
and programmes run in churches of the South.

We recommend therefore that a major international 
study is done on future key aspects of financial viability of 
theological education both in the North and in the South.

The kind of thumb rule from the past that one third 
of the costs should come from the supporting churches of 
a college, one third from income generating resources of 
an institution of theological education and one third from 
partner institutions in the global network in many places 
has proved helpful, but also did not materialize in many 
places. It is increasingly difficult to financially maintain a 
proper institution of theological education as a) funds from 
the West are dwindling, b) supporting churches are strug-
gling financially due to increased costs caused by global 
economic crisis and c) an increasing number of students 
come without having any sufficient funds to contribute. 
Perhaps a new discipline needs to be explored by which 
each parish should give an annual contribution for theo-
logical education in order to have this task of the church 
firmly rooted into the responsibility and consciousness 
of local Christian communities. There are examples of 
churches (for instance in the Baptist tradition), in which 
25% of all donations and pledges received for Christian 
mission regularly are going to projects of theological edu-
cation. What would this imply for the budget policies of 
mission agencies and churches all over the world?

31) Innovative Models of Engaging with Persons of Other 
Faiths through Theological Education
We affirm that engaging with people of other faiths is an 
essential component in theological education. His engage-
ment needs to take seriously dialogue in all its forms. We 
draw attention to the often used typology which suggests 
that there are at least four forms of dialogue:

a)   the dialogue of life, where people naturally relate to each 
other across religious boundaries in the course of their 
daily living;
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b)   social dialogue, where people of various faiths collabou-
rate with one another in the cause of peace and justice;

c)   intellectual dialogue, developing a dialogue which can 
explore different beliefs and their claims to truth;

d)   spiritual dialogue, where people open themselves to the 
force of one another’s religious experiences.

We also affirm:

“Dialogue does not require people to relinquish or alter 
their beliefs before entering into it; on the contrary, 
genuine dialogue demands that each partner brings to 
it the fullness of themselves and the tradition in which 
they stand. As they grow in mutual understanding they 
will be able to share more and more of what they bring 
with the other. Inevitably, both partners to the dialogue 
will be affected and changed by this process, for it is 
a mutual sharing.” (‘The Way of Dialogue’ ,Lambeth 
Conference 1998)

In order to engage appropriately in such dialogue 
Christians, both laity and clergy, need to be well- trained 
and secure in their understanding of their own Christian 
tradition and theology. We are aware of the growing impor-
tance (and number) of highly equipped and well-funded 
Muslim institutions of higher and academic education 
worldwide, and believe that it is vital for the Christian fam-
ily not to renounce its own tradition of a strong commit-
ment to higher theological education. Although Christians 
need to be equipped to engage in dialogue with people of 
all world faiths—as well as the ‘faith’ of secularism - we 
believe that given the contemporary world situation it is 
vital for Christians to be able to engage constructively and 
confidently with Muslims. The future of Christian-Mus-
lim dialogue needs well-educated pastors and well-trained 
lecturers of theology and religions in institutions of theo-
logical education. The future of many Christian minority 
churches in Muslim countries also depends to a consider-
able extent on the educational level of their leadership and 
their ability to enter into qualified dialogue with Muslim 
neighbours. We also believe, given both the tragedy but 
also the renewal of Christian-Jewish relations during the 
past 100 years, that theological education needs to encour-
age exploration of the unique aspects of the Christian-Jew-
ish relationship.

We therefore recommend that a collection of inno-
vative models and curriculum proposals for dialogue with 
people of other faiths should be made available on the 
internet site of ETE and related bodies.

32) Diversity of Human Languages and the Dominance of 
English in Global Theological Education
We affirm that the investment in a variety of languages for 
theological education is an essential prerequisite for achiev-
ing unity in diversity in world Christianity. All churches 
are challenged to develop a balance between the need for 
becoming open to the challenges of the globalized world 
and the need for vital interaction with and inculturation 
in the local cultures in their own context. All churches are 
challenged to become “glocal” in their own identity and 
in their capacities for dialogue. The appropriate means to 
assist in this process is theological education. But becom-
ing “glocal” necessarily entails the development of a coun-
ter-balance to one-sided dependency on English language 
in theological education. The plea of Edinburgh 1910 to 
develop a plurified concept of theological education in the 
vernacular still is not sufficiently answered and fulfilled.

Theological Education in multi-lingual settings is an 
issue which demands more attention. What does it mean 
and imply when theological education and teaching take 
place in a different language than the language which is 
demanded in communicating with people in the actual 
pastoral ministry situations? There are more than a few 
cases in which for a number of reasons the language of 
theological learning and instruction is different from the 
language settings in which later pastoral ministry, coun-
seling and Christian education take place (for instance 
Northern Theological Seminary of the United Church of 
South Africa in Pretoria where teaching language is Eng-
lish, but pastoral ministry situations are in Zulu, Xhosa or 
Sotho; or NEST in Beirut, Lebanon, where teaching is in 
English, but pastoral ministry situations are in Arabic, Syr-
ian or other languages; or UTC Bangalore, again teach-
ing language in English, but pastoral ministry situations 
in Kannada or other Indian vernacular languages; or theo-
logical education in Spanish language in Latin American 
countries where pastoral ministry is in Quechua or other 
indigenous languages).

We therefore recommend that deliberate efforts will be 
taken to strengthen non-Anglo-Saxon teaching resources, 
curriculum developments and theological publications 
for theological education. The multi-lingual plurality 
of human communities and Christian churches will be 
strengthened and respected the more theological educa-
tion is not restricted to a mono-lingual setting, but takes 
place in languages which are close to the communities the 
churches serve.
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58. Reception: A Key to Ecumenical Progress
“Receiving one another in the name of 
Christ”: Joint Working Group Between the 
Roman Catholic Church And the World 
Council of Churches (JWG), Ninth Report 
2007-2012, Geneva, Rome 2012, page 28-72

The Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church 
and the World Council of Churches (JWG) has produced its 
Ninth Activity Report for the period 2007-2012, including 
a major study document on reception as a key to ecumenical 
progress. By engaging in multilateral and bilateral dialogue, 
and by increasing contacts with one another in many ways, 
Christian communions long separated have begun to receive 
one another in fresh ways as brothers and sisters in Christ. The 
following study text sets out to reflect on the gifts and challenges 
of reception to the churches as they receive insights resulting 
from their ecumenical dialogues with one another.

Study Questions

1.   What is the definition and the understanding of reception 
as applied in this study text? What are the main potentials 
and obstacles for a proper reception process of ecumenical 
achievements within the ecumenical movement and in the 
life of the churches?

2.   What are most prominent examples of ecumenical recep-
tion processes in the past,  and how did they lead to deeper 
understanding and reconciliation between churches?

3.   What are challenges to ecumenical reception processes, and 
when is it experienced as a ‘struggle’? Why and how are 
ecumenical formation and theological education depicted 
as a key to ecumenical reception?

Introduction

1. Reception is intimately linked with the nature and pur-
pose of the ecumenical movement. The Eighth Report of the 
Joint Working Group (JWG) between the Catholic Church 
and the World Council of Churches (WCC) expressed the 
urgency of reception as an ecclesiological issue today:

“Reception” is the process by which the churches make 
their own the results of all their encounters with one 
another, and in a particular way the convergences and 
agreements reached on issues over which they have 

historically been divided. As the report of the sixth 
forum on bilateral dialogues notes: “Reception is an 
integral part of the movement towards that full com-
munion which is realized when ‘all the churches are 
able to recognize in one another the one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic Church in its fullness’.” Thus reception 
is far more than the official responses to the dia-
logue results, although official responses are essential. 
However, even though they are not concerned with 
the full range of interchurch relations, the results of 
international theological dialogues are a crucial aspect 
of reception, as specific attempts to overcome what 
divides churches and impedes the expression of unity 
willed by our Lord.1

2. This quotation itself reveals the complexity of the con-
cept of reception; it encompasses not only the reception 
of ecumenical dialogue but the broader process by which 
churches can receive elements, such as liturgy, spirituality 
and forms of witness from one another’s traditions, and 
even the totality of the process by which churches may 
receive one another in full communion. 

3. By engaging in multilateral and bilateral dialogue, and by 
increasing contacts with one another in many ways, Chris-
tian communions long separated have begun to receive one 
another in fresh ways as brothers and sisters in Christ. The 
present text sets out to reflect the gifts and challenges of 
reception to the churches as they receive insights result-
ing from their ecumenical dialogues with one another. The 
pages in this report are by no means an exhaustive examina-
tion of the full scope of ecumenical achievements and their 
reception. The report does, however, present diverse expe-
riences and types of reception emerging from the major 
ecumenical dialogues. With this study document the JWG 
returns to a theme taken up before and reflects further on 
reception as an integral part of the ecumenical movement, 
vital for fostering the goal of visible unity.

4. Section I starts with a brief presentation of the impor-
tance of reception in general in the life of the church. 
This is followed by a discussion of ecumenical reception 
“by which the churches make their own the results of all 
their encounters with one another, and in a particular way 
the convergences and agreements reached on issues over 
which they have been historically divided.”2 It stresses in 
particular the need of continually receiving the ecumenical 

1. “The Nature and Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue.” (2005) 
The Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and 
the World Council of Churches: Eighth report. WCC Publications, 
Geneva. pp. 82-83.
2. The Nature and Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue. No.59.
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movement and its results into the life of the churches. Sec-
tion II presents descriptions of specific processes used by 
various Christian world communions especially of receiv-
ing ecumenical documents. Section III shows ways in 
which, through the ecumenical movement, the reception 
of ecumenical dialogue results and the gradual reception 
by long separated Christians of each other as brothers and 
sisters in Christ, has enabled them to take significant steps 
towards overcoming divisions originating in the fifth, the 
eleventh, and the sixteenth centuries. At the same time Sec-
tion IV makes clear that there remain obstacles to unity 
still to be resolved and therefore challenges to ecumenical 
reception. In this light Section V discusses the importance 
of ecumenical formation as a key to ecumenical reception. 
At the end of each section, learning points and recommen-
dations are offered to assist the churches in receiving from 
one another and receiving each other. The text concludes 
with “An Appeal to the Churches” to acknowledge the fact 
that much progress has been achieved during the century 
of ecumenism after the 1910 Edinburgh World Mission-
ary Conference, and urges the parent bodies of the JWG 
to continually foster the ecumenical movement and the 
reception of its achievements in the life of the churches. 

I. Ecumenical Reception: Vital for Achieving Unity

A. Reception in the Life of the Church: Yesterday, Today and 
Tomorrow
5. Reception is fundamental to the life of the church. 
Reception is rooted in the revelation of the mutual interac-
tion and love of the persons of the Trinity, Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit. Biblical vocabulary and witness (lambanein/
apolambanein, dechesthai/apodechesthair—receive, wel-
come) provides a rich source of meaning of reception as 
rooted in revelation.

6. To receive is essential to our experience as Christians. 
We receive existence and being as creatures from God, we 
receive salvation as redemption through Jesus Christ, and 
a new life as anointed ones in the Holy Spirit. We receive 
God’s word and sacraments as effective signs of the new 
covenant. We receive the call to mission as disciples with 
various charisms for the up building of the Church of 
Christ. As the Father sends the Son and the Holy Spirit to 
allow human beings to receive the good news of salvation, 
so too those in Christ are sent so that the world may receive 
the joy of eternal life.

7. Since reception takes place in the Holy Spirit, it occurs 
in and through events of communion (koinonia). From the 
reception of the preaching of Jesus and the preaching of 

the Gospel through the apostles, the Church was born and 
continues to exist. This inheritance, handed down through 
the ages, was received with varying degrees of difference in 
form and manner, reflecting the many circumstances in life 
of the local churches. Through mutual exchange and recep-
tion of various traditions in a visible communion (koino-
nia) the Church is sustained in unity and holiness, true to 
its apostolic origins and universal mission. 

8. Reception necessarily involves an active discernment 
by the Church regarding the authenticity of what is being 
received. It assumes that the recognition of what is already 
known is grounded in the living Word of God. St. Paul 
reminded the Corinthians that they had already received 
the gospel, a gospel which he himself received (cf. 1 Cor. 
15:1). 

9. Reception is more than recognition: it involves appro-
priation and assimilation of what is received in concrete 
communities with concrete gestures of communion (koino-
nia). Common celebrations of the eucharist, letters of com-
munion among bishops, profession of a common symbol 
of the faith (creed) and shared artistic traditions, diptychs 
in the liturgy, synods and councils, and pulpit exchanges 
are among the many and varied ways full ecclesial com-
munion has been expressed in the Church. These signs give 
testimony that the call of St. Paul is lived among Chris-
tians: “Welcome one another, therefore, just as Christ has 
welcomed you, for the glory of God.” (Rom. 15:7). 

10. When a receiving community recognizes its own faith, 
however new its expression, it is effectively transformed 
and lives ever more deeply its discipleship of Christ. This 
dynamic of re-receiving and re-affirming the mystery of the 
faith is a fruit of the creative force of the Holy Spirit in the 
life of the church. This unexpected or unforeseen aspect of 
reception sustains the continued vitality of the faith. 

11. Reception is often gradual. At times, it is a painful expe-
rience associated with great upheaval in the lives of indi-
viduals and communities. The securing and handing on of 
the faith with its ecclesial life and structures, and the pro-
tection of the fellowship and unity of local churches, takes 
place over time, often spanning generations. This is clearly 
evident, for example, in such formative events in the life of 
the Church as the development and the establishment of 
the canon of scripture and the reception of the Council of 
Nicaea. The latter took over 50 years and the former took 
several centuries to achieve universal consensus.3 
3. Richard R. Gaillardetz. “Reception of Doctrine.” (2002) in 
Authority in the Roman Catholic Church, ed. Bernard Hoose. 
Ashgate, Aldershot Hants/Burlington Vt., p.98.



17958: Reception

12. In this manner, reception has been used as a term to 
describe “the process by which the local churches accept 
the decision of a council and thereby recognize its author-
ity. This process is a multiplex one and may last for centu-
ries. Even after the formal conclusion of such a process and 
the canonical reception of a council’s doctrinal formula, 
usually through a new council, the process of reception 
continues in some way or other as long as the churches 
are involved in self-examination on the basis of the ques-
tion whether a particular council has been received and 
appropriated properly and with justification. In this sense 
we can say that in the ecumenical movement the churches find 
themselves in a process of continuing reception or re-reception 
of the councils.”4 In this setting, reception “is an effect and 
a sign of the Spirit’s presence; no mere legal category, it is 
a theological process that is constitutive of the life of the 
Church.”5 

13. In receiving and in sharing what it receives, the Church 
is renewed in its life and mission. It is caught up in the 
dynamic of revelation and tradition that always begins and 
ends with the living word that is sent, received and sustained 
in the Church itself, and shared for the life of the world. In 
the church, God’s word is proclaimed in the scriptures and 
interpreted, celebrated in the liturgy, and by believers com-
mitted to living and communicating the depths of gospel 
in their homes, families and workplaces. In this dynamic, 
the Church offers itself to the world so that it may come to 
know God’s salvation in Christ through the Holy Spirit.6

4. Faith and Order Louvain, 1971, Study Reports and Documents. 
(1971). WCC, Geneva, p. 29, italics added, and quoted by Anton 
Houtepen, “Reception,” in Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement, 
ed. Lossky et al. (Geneva: WCC, 2nd edition, 2002), [=DEM], pp. 
959-60. Here could also be documented the work of the World 
Council of Church with regards to reception. For example: at 
the New Delhi Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 
1961, there was a call for Faith and Order to undertake a study 
on “Councils and the Ecumenical Movement,” the result of 
which was published in 1968. In 1971, the Final Report, “The 
Importance of the Conciliar Process in the Ancient Church for 
the Ecumenical Movement” was adopted at the Faith and Order 
meeting in Louvain. The appropriation of the critical discernment 
of the traditions according to the “the faith of the church through 
the ages” was explicitly addressed by Faith and Order through 
consultations and forums on bilateral dialogues. Three of the 
forums are cited as the Faith and Order Paper 107, Geneva, 
1982 by Johannes Willebrands, “Ecumenical Dialogue and its 
Reception”, Diakonia 1-3, (1984/5): 121. This culminated in a 
new stage in reception when churches were asked to respond to 
Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982). 
5. William G. Rusch. (2007) Ecumenical Reception: Its challenge 
and opportunity. Eerdmans, Grand Rapids. p. 7.
6. See John Zizoulas, “The Theological Problem of ‘Reception’” in 
Bulletin Centro Pro Unione, No. 26 (Fall, 1984): 4.

B. Ecumenical Reception
14. Reception has assumed a new meaning in the modern 
ecumenical movement which is generally understood to 
have begun with the 1910 World Missionary Conference 
at Edinburgh, Scotland. The goal of this movement, vis-
ible unity, has been expressed both by the World Council 
of Churches and the Catholic Church. According to the 
WCC Constitution the primary purpose of the fellowship 
of churches in it “is to call one another to visible unity in 
one faith and in one eucharistic fellowship, expressed in 
worship and common life in Christ, through witness and 
service to the world, and to advance towards that unity that 
the world may believe.”7 According to Pope John Paul II, the 
unity we seek is “constituted by the bonds of the profession 
of faith, the sacraments and hierarchical communion.”8 The 
success of the ecumenical movement in achieving its goal 
depends on the willingness of Christians in all communities 
to engage in dialogue, to critically evaluate dialogue results, 
to receive those results into the life of their churches, and 
to discern ways in which the new insights can be trans-
lated into new relationships which go beyond the divisions 
which have afflicted Christians in the past. 

15. In this new context of churches in conversation after 
a period of significant estrangement, reception involves 
not only the consideration of results of the dialogue, but 
also refers to the formal decision of the competent ecclesial 
authorities to allow these outcomes to shape their own life 
and mission. The forces of receptivity and acceptability are 
at work in this critical process of reception.9 While accept-
ability deals with recognizing the results of dialogue as true 
and conforming to the rule of faith, receptivity designates 
the evangelical attitude necessary to allow those results to 
be adopted in one’s own ecclesial tradition. Each church 
is called to stretch beyond its own experience to recognize 
and be enriched by that which is of the living word of God 
in other churches. The acknowledgement that one has 
something to learn and receive from another ecclesial body 
and tradition requires not only openness but also great 
humility. The divided churches are being called not only to 

7. Constitution and Rules of the World Council of Churches (as 
amended by the 9th Assembly, Porto Alegre, Brazil, February 
2006), no. III. www.oikoumene.org .
8. Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, No.9.
9. William Henn, “The Reception of Ecumenical Documents,” 
in La recepción y la comunión entre las Iglesias, ed. H. Legrand, 
J. Manzanares, and A. García y García. (1997) Universidad 
Pontificia Salamanca, Salamanca, p.484. 



180 Ecumenical Visions

receive from one another, but also to receive one another.10 
Such reception includes a conscious commitment to the 
spiritual roots of ecumenism.

16. Ecumenical reception involves the active and distinct 
participation of the entire people of God. According to 
Cardinal Willebrands speaking from a Catholic perspective:

Reception therefore involves the kerygma, the didaché, 
and the praxis pietatis. Inasmuch as the entire People of 
God partakes in the search for and the unfolding of the 
truth of God’s word, all the charisms and services are 
involved according to their station: the theologians by 
means of their research activities, the faithful by means 
of their preserving fidelity and piety, the ecclesial min-
istries and especially the college of bishops with its 
function of making binding doctrinal decisions. One 
can also say that ministry and charism, proclamation 
and theology, magisterial ministry and sense of faith 
of the People, all act together in the reception process. 
The Church and all her members are therefore involved 
in a learning process that by its very nature is not exclu-
sively concerned with theological documents, but also 
considers developments in the domains of liturgy, pas-
toral care, canon law, discipline, forms of piety, etc.11

17. Reception cannot and must not be understood only as 
a purely technical or instrumental concept or even as just 
a sociological process in a purely numerical or quantitative 
manner. Signs in the community confirming that recep-
tion has taken place must be evident, not only in words 
but also in life. The entire Church has the responsibility 
to be actively engaged as a hermeneutical community that 
responds to the Holy Spirit fostering unity in its midst for 
the life of the world. As the ninth forum on bilateral dia-
logues said in its 2008 Breklum Report:

We believe that it would be profitable to keep in mind 
right from the beginning of any phase of dialogue the 
reception of its results. As each dialogue is in some way 
a “learning process,” each needs to consider how this 
learning process may be shared with the wider mem-
bership of the two communities involved. Only an 

10. Especially, “[t]his raises fundamental ecclesiological questions 
[…] Ecumenically, reception is coming to be seen as a process, 
guided by the Holy Spirit, in which churches are called to 
acknowledge elements of sanctification and truth in one another. 
This implies that they are being called to recognize in one another 
elements of Christ’s Church.” See The Church of the Triune 
God: The Cyprus statement of the International Commission for 
Anglican-Orthodox Theological Dialogue 2006. (2006) Anglican 
Consultative Council, London, pp. 97-98.
11. Cardinal Johannes Willebrands. (Spring, 1985) “The 
Ecumenical Dialogue and its Reception,” in Bulletin Centro Pro 
Unione No. 27: 6.

abiding commitment to the ecclesial reception of ecu-
menical texts can allow these statements of convergence 
or consensus to have a reconciling and transforming 
effect in the life of our churches. Each dialogue report 
might suggest some appropriate actions which could be 
taken by the leaders and believers of their communities 
on the basis of the agreements reached. We recommend 
that communions find a way to mark by public signs 
their progress in dialogue. We recommend that those 
churches which have made a declaration of commu-
nion between themselves develop structures of unity 
that provide for common decision-making, teaching, 
mission and action.12

C. Continually Receiving the Ecumenical Movement and Its 
Results in the Life of the Churches
1. Receiving the Achievements of a Century of Ecumenism
18. In the century since Edinburgh 1910, participation in 
the ecumenical movement has increased dramatically. At 
Edinburgh, only Protestants and Anglicans were present.13 
Over the decades they were joined by Orthodox, Roman 
Catholics, and more recently Pentecostals in efforts of 
dialogue and cooperation for the sake of unity. Within a 
century after Edinburgh, there were closer relations among 
Christians. Dialogue and other contacts have addressed 
issues which have caused division, and have helped to radi-
cally change relationships between many Christian com-
munities long divided from one another. 

19. One can cite, for example, the continuing efforts of 
the World Council of Churches over six decades to relate 
churches to one another in the quest for unity. The many 
achievements of the multilateral dialogues in Faith and 

12. “The Breklum Statement” of the Ninth Forum on Bilateral 
Dialogue, Recommendation 2, http://www.oikoumene.org
13. It is, however, important to note that the Bishop of Cremona, 
in Italy, Msgr. Geremia Bonomelli, at the invitation of Silas 
McBee, an Episcopalian, sent a letter of support to the Conference. 
Brian Stanley, The World Missionary Conference, Edinburgh 1910. 
William B. Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, 
U.K., p. 11. Moreover Russian Orthodox Archbishop (now Saint) 
Nicolai of Japan was consulted; he pointed out the connection 
between unity in mission and the unity of the church: “I am 
in friendly, more than that, brotherly relations with all the 
missionaries of other sections known to me, and so are our 
Christians with their Christians. So shall we be from our part 
always, because we know that the first duty of us Christians is 
to cultivate Christian love to all men, and particularly to our 
brothers in Christ. But, nevertheless, there is no real and full unity 
between us and other sections; more than that, we are far from 
such unity because we are divided in the Christian doctrine.” In 
World Missionary Conference, 1910, Report of Commission VIII: 
Cooperation and the promotion of unity, Oliphant, Anderson & 
Ferrier, New York, Chicago and Toronto, p. 4.
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Order, especially Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM), 
include the highest degree of convergence on these subjects 
among separated Christians since the sixteenth century 
Reformation. BEM has provided theological support for 
churches in different parts of the world as they have built 
new and closer relations between them, such as, among 
others, the Porvoo and Meissen Agreements. 

20. Through recent contacts and dialogue, old conflicts 
over the Council of Chalcedon’s Christological definition, 
which led to division 1500 years ago, have been faced, and 
have led to Christological declarations which have helped 
to resolve these issues. In contrast to nine centuries of 
separation between Eastern and Western Christians (since 
1054), new relationships have developed between them in 
the twentieth century, and today there are many ways in 
which they cooperate. In regard to the sixteenth century 
Reformation, through dialogue a common understanding 
of the doctrine of justification, the central theological issue 
in the conflicts of the reformation, has been achieved, as 
seen especially in the Lutheran-Catholic Joint Declaration 
on the Doctrine of Justification. Anglican and other churches 
in Asia have formed church unions; Reformed and Luther-
ans in Europe have entered into altar and pulpit fellowship. 
These and other important achievements will be discussed 
in detail in section III below. They have not led yet to full 
unity among Christians. There are still important issues to 
be resolved. But collectively, over the century since Edin-
burgh 1910, the reception by the churches of many dia-
logue results has created a new ecumenical situation. 

2. Building on Achievements as the Ecumenical Journey 
Continues
21. The responsibility now is to receive and build on those 
achievements. A century ago, when the movement set in 
motion at Edinburgh first began to unfold, it was not clear 
what directions it might take. As the second century of the 
modern ecumenical movement has begun, it has become 
clear that the movement’s achievements are significant. 
Christians have overcome some of the causes of the his-
toric divisions among them. The ecumenical movement 
has helped promote healing and reconciliation among 
Christians. 

22. Today, the challenge for Christians is to recognize that 
achievements such as those just mentioned (cf. nos.19 
and 20), have changed relationships among Christians, 
have allowed them to identify the deep bonds of faith they 
share with one another, and the real though imperfect 
koinonia/communion that exists between them. It is this 
new situation in their relations fostered by the ecumenical 

movement that needs to be received so that a new phase of 
the ecumenical movement can begin.

23. The question now is, in what ways can the ecumenical 
achievements of a century, which have taken Christians in 
many ways beyond the divisions which had long character-
ized their relationships, be solidified? In what ways can those 
achievements help fashion steps forward which will promote 
the unity that is sought, steps forward which will contribute 
to resolving the theological conflicts which still exist? There 
are no easy answers to these questions, which continue to 
challenge all Christians.

D. Ecumenical Reception in the Reflection of the Joint 
Working Group
24. The Joint Working Group is in a unique position to 
serve not only its own parent bodies, but the whole ecu-
menical movement as well. In different ways, the JWG 
has already acknowledged the importance of ecumenical 
reception by giving significant attention to it. It is also 
in a position to foster reception in the wider ecumenical 
movement. In some ways the JWG can serve as a gauge of 
developments in the ecumenical movement and the way in 
which this movement is being received.

25. The Joint Working Group has reflected on ecumeni-
cal reception both directly and indirectly. In the eighth 
JWG report (2005), each of its three study documents 
gives attention to ecumenical reception, albeit in differ-
ent ways. One study document, The Nature and Purpose 
of Ecumenical Dialogue, illustrates the growing significance 
of ecumenical reception. The first JWG working paper on 
Ecumenical Dialogue (1967) had no treatment of reception, 
although it hinted at reception when indicating that the 
aim of dialogue “is to grow together in koinonia.”(no.1), 
and that the results “must be shared with the whole 
church” (no.3). On the other hand, The Nature and Pur-
pose of Ecumenical Dialogue (2005) shows that ecumenical 
reception is currently acknowledged as an integral aspect 
of the ecumenical movement. It includes a section on “The 
reception of ecumenical dialogues”(nos. 58-79), describing 
its meaning and difficulties associated with it, and giving 
case studies illustrating positive experiences with reception 
from both multilateral and bilateral dialogue.

26. A second 2005 study document, Ecclesiological and 
Ecumenical Implications of a Common Baptism, is in many 
ways an act of reception of the growing understanding of 
a common baptism resulting from dialogue, especially to 
reception of the Faith and Order convergence text Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry (BEM, 1982). Exploring different 
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aspects of the common understanding of baptism, it illus-
trates ecumenical implications of this common under-
standing, and identifies ecclesiological issues, some deep 
bonds of faith Christians share with one another which 
enhance this common understanding of baptism, and oth-
ers which need further treatment in dialogue in order to 
resolve differences which still stand in the way of the degree 
of unity implied in a common baptism.

27. A third study, ‘Inspired by the Same Vision’: Roman 
Catholic Participation in National and Regional Councils of 
Churches, explores the phenomenon of the growing mem-
bership of the Catholic Church in these councils—itself 
a reception of ideas put forward in the Directory for the 
Application of Principles and Norms of Ecumenism (1993). 

28. Studies previously published by the JWG have included 
important aspects of reception. Its sixth report (1990) 
included two studies, both suggested in the conversation 
between WCC staff and John Paul II during the Pope’s visit 
to the WCC in 1984. One, entitled The Church: Local and 
Universal, was undertaken partly in reception of BEM. The 
introduction to Faith and Order Paper No. 150, in which 
this study was published, stated that the responses to BEM 
indicated that ecclesiology must be given further attention 
in the future, and therefore Faith and Order took initial 
steps toward a major study of ecclesiology. “An important 
aspect of an ecumenical understanding of the church is a 
proper understanding of the meaning and relationship of 
its universal and local expressions”. Ecumenical dialogue 
has fostered convergence on this question, and “[t]he pres-
ent study is a result of such dialogue and a contribution to 
its further development.”14

29. The second 1990 study, The Notion of ‘Hierarchy of 
Truths’: An Ecumenical Interpretation, was the first common 
ecumenical study on this subject. It refers to the expres-
sion found in number 11 of Vatican II’s Unitatis redinte-
gratio (Decree on Ecumenism). It was seen as a concept 
which “has aroused ecumenical hopes, but…needs clarifi-
cation …of its implications for the ecumenical dialogue.” 
(no.1). As this concept was already received as important 
for ecumenism, but not given ecumenical attention, the 
JWG study set out to study and interpret it. Its report con-
cluded that it “has implications for the relations between 
churches as they seek full communion with one another 
through such means as the ecumenical dialogue. It can help 
to improve mutual understanding and to provide a crite-
rion which would help to distinguish those differences in 

14. Faith and Order paper No. 150, “Introduction.” (1990) WCC, 
Geneva, p. viii.

the understanding of the truths of faith which are areas of 
conflict from other differences which need not be.” (no. 
28). It was, in effect, inviting further reception and use of 
this notion in ecumenical dialogue.

30. This present study document gives examples of some of 
the significant achievements of the ecumenical movement, 
showing how new relationships have come about between 
churches long divided, and steps taken towards overcom-
ing theological conflicts which have divided Christians for 
centuries (Section III below). These examples illustrate 
creative acts of reception, underlining the interrelationship 
of the various aspects of the one ecumenical movement. 
The study document also notes ongoing challenges to ecu-
menical reception to illustrate the difficulties before us as 
the movement towards Christian unity continues (Section 
IV below). Still other creative acts of reception should be 
considered in the years ahead. Continuing reception of the 
ecumenical movement and its various expressions in this 
second century of the movement will be vital for reaching 
the goal of visible unity.

E. Learning Points and Recommendations 
1. Learning Points

To be human is to grow by receiving from others. To 
be Christian is to receive the grace and the gifts of 
God. In the ecumenical context to be Christian today 
involves receiving Christ in one another and through 
one another. In learning to receive one another we walk 
together under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. This is 
both gift and responsibility.

•   If progress is to be made in the ecumenical movement, 
there must be reception of the achievements already 
made. This responsibility is essential for the life of the 
churches in order to be faithful to the will of Christ (cf. 
John 17.21) and to live the mission of the church.

•   The costly nature of discipleship teaches us that recep-
tion of these achievements takes time, is often difficult, 
at times painful, but always essential and fruitful. If part 
of reception is an exchange of gifts, those gifts can be 
blessings. Now is the time to harvest these fruits and gifts 
and move forward.
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2. Recommendations 
For reception to be expressed in the life of the Church 
and lead to concrete action, we propose the following 
recommendations:

•   take positive steps to inculcate a spirituality of metanoia 
and welcome15 in their engagement with ecumenical 
partners so that the inherited barriers may be overcome 
and a receptivity to Christ in the other be developed;

•   remind churches of the rich diversity of elements of 
Christian life and discipleship which can be shared across 
the traditions and offered for ecumenical reception;

•   actively recognize, especially in the case of dialogue 
reports, that reception is a multilayered process, and 
ensure that there is a real engagement with documents 
in the arenas of both formal and informal reception in 
all its stages;

•   encourage dialogue commissions to be explicit about 
the issues related to reception of the document when 
texts are being drafted and when agreed statements are 
achieved. This includes, for example, making clear the 
genre and status of the statement, giving an invitation to 
reader responses, and indicating that formal responses of 
the statements depend on the churches which sponsor 
the dialogue;

•   take steps to affirm ecumenical achievements and encour-
age the churches to receive them with a commitment to 
implementation.

II. How Ecumenical Reception Happens: The 
Experience of Christian World Communions

A. The Processes of Reception 
31. Within the broadest understanding of ecumenical 
reception lies the precise act of a formal action whereby 
churches receive agreed statements of their ecumenical dia-
logues. Concerning such a formal action, The Nature and 
Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue (2005) said the following:

If the agreements reached through ecumenical dia-
logue are to have an impact on the life and witness of 
the churches and lead to a new stage of communion, 
then careful attention needs to be paid to processes for 
receiving the agreements so that the whole community 
might be involved in the process of discernment.16 

15. Cf. 2013 JWG Study Document The Spiritual Roots of 
Ecumenism, “Turning Together to Christ,” second paragraph. 
16. “The Nature and Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue,” in the 
Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and 
the World Council of Churches: Eighth report. (2005). WCC 
Publications, Geneva-Rome, no.58.

32. Such a precise act of reception is in and of itself only a 
moment within broader processes which begin long before 
a text or statement is formally received, and continue long 
after such an action has taken place. There seems to be no 
common process for the reception of ecumenical texts, 
except that it is multilayered, multifaceted, difficult to iden-
tify, at times difficult to discern, and even more difficult to 
achieve. Nevertheless, it is possible to identify a broadly 
similar pattern of reception operating across international 
church structures and Christian world communions. 
Stages of reception can be described as discovery, dialogue, 
and reflection on the insights of the dialogue; when appro-
priate, a formal act; and finally, ongoing reception.

33. Reception is born with the discovery of those broth-
ers and sisters in Christ with whom we are called into fel-
lowship. In a sense, the very action of discovery is an act 
of reception, when we learn to appreciate other churches 
and traditions and recognize that Christ is active and pres-
ent in their life. The establishment of dialogue is a further 
act of reception, when we recognize an ecumenical partner 
as someone whose presence is needed to achieve the full 
visible unity of the church. The early processes of recep-
tion therefore include discovery and dialogue. An essential 
aspect of the dialogue is the publication of any report or 
agreed statement, the promotion of its study, and reflection 
upon it by each of the dialogue partners. Such processes 
may well include rigorous theological analysis and con-
sultation on a wide basis across the communion in ques-
tion. Not all dialogues have been taken forward to a formal 
evaluation of the degree of ecumenical progress which the 
document represents. The goals of dialogue may vary from 
a search to lay the foundations of visible unity in one faith 
with one eucharistic fellowship, to a more general seeking 
of mutual understanding and cooperation. 

34. A formal act of reception can itself take many forms. 
It may be a declaration by the highest authorities within a 
world communion, a canonical act17, or the adoption of 
the text by motion or resolution at a synodical or conciliar 
gathering or assembly. A mutual act of formal reception 
takes place when, after internal study, both partners respec-
tively agree to commit themselves formally to the specific 
achievements of the dialogue. 

35. For the fruits of the dialogue to be received it remains 
for the theological insights and convergence expressed in 
the documents to be acknowledged and lived out in the 
ongoing life of the receiving communions at every level of 
the church’s life.

17. In many Anglican Churches, for example, ecumenical 
agreements will be incorporated into the church law of a province 
by a church canon or other legal process. 
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B. How the Processes Work
36. The following brief inventory includes descriptions of 
reception at the global level, drawing on conversations with 
the general secretaries and ecumenical officers of the Chris-
tian world communions. It highlights the way that interna-
tional church structures, or Christian world communions, 
deal with the question of and response to the reception of 
ecumenical statements at the international level. While the 
list of short descriptions is not exhaustive, it does reflect 
different Christian traditions which are found around the 
world. They are listed here in alphabetical order. 

37 In the formal process of reception, the interplay 
between the national and international levels of recep-
tion is evident in the Anglican Communion, but consulta-
tion across a body of autonomous provinces is inevitably 
slow and can be confusing to ecumenical partners. When 
reports are offered which need response from the churches 
of the Anglican Communion, they are sent to each primate 
and the respective ecumenical officers by one of the Instru-
ments of Communion (the Archbishop of Canterbury, the 
Primates Meetings, the Lambeth Conference, the Anglican 
Consultative Council), usually the Anglican Consultative 
Council (ACC), accompanied by questions for analysis 
and response. Responses at the provincial level are submit-
ted to an Instrument of Communion, usually the ACC 
but also the Lambeth Conferences, often depending when 
the meetings are held. The new Inter-Anglican Standing 
Committee on Unity, Faith and Order is addressing this 
question and may bring recommendations for the Anglican 
Communion. 

38. Reception in the Baptist World Alliance (BWA) first 
begins with the Committee on Doctrine and Inter-church 
Relations. An instance of how the process works in the 
BWA is in its dialogue with the Anglican Communion, 
Conversations around the World, 2000-2005. The BWA 
convened a group of twelve people to assist the Committee 
on Doctrine and Inter-church Relations, six of whom were 
ecumenically aware, and six who were not so ecumenically 
aware, to “test the waters.” The final document prepared 
by the expanded committee was presented to the executive 
committee, but was commended, rather than voted on. An 
ongoing process of reception included things such as sym-
posia at annual gatherings for questions and responses. 

39. The multileveled and multilayered processes around 
reception are evident in the Catholic Church.18 When a 

18. The spiritual nature and complex process of reception as 
understood in Catholic ecclesiology was described by Cardinal J. 
Willebrands in a speech to the Assembly of the Lutheran Church 
in America (Toronto, Jul 3, 1984): “In Catholic understanding 

dialogue has finished its work, the result—an agreed state-
ment or text—is considered at this stage as no more than 
the property and work of the commission. The first stage 
of ecclesial reception begins when the text is sent by the 
dialogue commission to the Pontifical Council for Pro-
moting Christian Unity (PCPCU), which then studies the 
text and makes a judgment as to whether or not it leads to 
closer communion and is open to full visible unity. Then a 
decision is made by the PCPCU to publish the document 
together with a theological commentary. This is done in 
agreement with the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith (CDF). It is then sent to episcopal conferences. If a 
document is to receive formal reception by church authori-
ties in both communions sponsoring the dialogue, then, 
on the Catholic side, a joint commission of the PCPCU 
and the CDF is established to make the text the formal 
object of study and analysis. At this point, a text may be 
commended to the attention of the Pope, who is ultimately 
responsible for formal reception in the Catholic Church. 
This long process requires a growing agreement on the per-
ceived value of the text; it depends on the perceived value 
of the text, and on whether the faithful begin to support 
it. Reception involves movement and reaction within the 
Church on the part of the bishops and the whole people 
of God.

40. Within the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
agreed statements of the dialogues are sent to the Disciples 
Ecumenical Consultative Council, which in turn pub-
lishes the material and sends it to all the member churches. 
Because the Disciples of Christ have no official doctrine as 
in many other churches, how ecumenical texts are treated 
by the churches can vary enormously. Texts are often sent 
to congregations, ministers and other leaders, as well as 
to seminaries where they may function as teaching docu-
ments. Also, ecumenical texts are made available to local 
and national bilateral dialogues as resources. The funda-
mental question for the Disciples is, what does a text mean 
in life of the churches?

41. In the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) reception is 
a multileveled process, and is identified as a challenge for 
this Christian world communion. Creating and receiv-
ing a text is understood as occurring as a communion in 

reception can be outlined as a process by means of which the 
People of God, in its differentiated structure and under the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit, recognizes and accepts new insights, 
new witnesses of truth, and their forms of expression, because 
they are deemed to be in the line of the apostolic tradition and in 
harmony with the sensus fidelium, the sense of faith living in the 
whole People of God—the Church as a whole.”
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communion. Dialogue reports are sent to the Committee 
on Ecumenical Affairs, which may give limited approval 
but not much more. An ecumenical text so approved is 
then sent to all the LWF member churches for study and 
comment. In practice, this stage of the reception process 
does not work well since many of the member churches 
lack the structures to give a theologically responsible 
response; the process appears biased towards the churches 
of the global north. Even in the northern churches this 
stage is weak, often due to lack of staff or interest. On the 
other hand, when the issues attract popular attention, such 
as with Lutheran-Roman Catholic or Lutheran-Mennonite 
agreed statements, more attention is paid to reception. An 
identified missing step is allowing dialogue statements to 
be part of the formation of clergy, and then being appropri-
ated into the lives of congregations. The LWF recognizes 
the need for better structures for ecumenical reception. 

42. The process of reception in the Mennonite World Confer-
ence is evident in the case of the agreed statements from the 
Roman Catholic-Mennonite dialogue. When the report of 
this dialogue was completed it was sent to the Mennonite 
international governing body, which then commended the 
report to all churches with request for responses. Responses 
from the local churches, which are occasionally sent to 
faculties of theology, were then sent back to the General 
Council. If recommendations for follow-up are accepted, 
the responses and recommendations are then sent to the 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity of the 
Catholic Church.

43. An instance of reception in the Oriental Orthodox tra-
dition is seen in the Holy See of Cilicia of the Armenian 
Apostolic Church. It is the responsibility of the ecumenical 
officer to provide His Holiness the Catholicos a progress 
report on a dialogue, or a final agreed statement. Then the 
text may be sent to the Ecumenical Relations Committee, 
presided over by the Catholicos. If the text is approved 
by the Catholicos, it is then sent to the Central Religious 
Council (equivalent to the Holy Synod of other Orthodox 
churches) for approval. Because the Armenian Apostolic 
Church has two jurisdictions—Etchmiadzin and Cilicia—
the agreement of one Holy Synod is then forwarded to the 
other; representatives of the two Holy Synods must meet 
and agree on the text. The final step is to send the report 
and joint decision of the two Holy Synods to all the Ori-
ental Orthodox churches for final reception by the family 
of Oriental Orthodox churches. The process of reception 
is largely conditioned by the nature of the agreed text or 
statement. 

44. In most of the local  autocephalous Eastern Orthodox 
churches, the findings of bi-lateral theological dialogues as 
well as the documents of ecumenical organizations submit-
ted to churches for action are normally forwarded by the 
Holy Synod of each church to their respective specialized 
synodical commission or department. These would assess 
each document  and report back to the Holy Synod. In 
some cases (i.e.  study documents) churches may formu-
late and offer their own response individually. In other 
cases (i.e. results of bilateral theological dialogues) there 
is always an awareness that further consultation and final 
agreement with other sister Orthodox churches is needed 
within the framework of the pan-Orthodox conciliar pro-
cess. A concrete example of coordinated Orthodox efforts 
aiming at reception  is from the Ecumenical Patriarchate. 
There are cases where the Ecumenical Patriarchate would 
convene or encourage inter-orthodox consultations (orga-
nized, for example, by the WCC) in order to articulate an 
Orthodox response or offer an Orthodox contribution to 
major ecumenical processes. Such responses or contribu-
tions are normally better known and received. In other 
cases, the Ecumenical Patriarchate would attempt to assess 
the level of consensus among Orthodox churches (e.g. in 
the case of bilateral theological dialogues) either by cor-
respondence with the heads of Orthodox churches or by 
convening a consultation with the participation of all local 
churches.  Another concrete  example  of reception within 
the Orthodox Church is the Russian Orthodox Church, 
where the appraisal of ecumenical texts is the responsibility 
of its Department for External Church Relations. Agreed 
statements are studied by the department, and then sent to 
the Holy Synod’s theological commission for further analy-
sis of the document. If approved, the text is then sent to 
faculties of theology for further theological study. The final 
stage of reception is the bishops’ council. The process can 
be very slow, as is reflected in the agreed statements arising 
from dialogue with the Oriental Orthodox churches. 

45. The Pentecostal churches have not yet developed any 
formal mechanisms to receive texts arising from ecumeni-
cal dialogues. While a number of international bilateral and 
multilateral theological dialogues currently exist (Catholic, 
World Communion of Reformed Churches, WCC, and 
Ecumenical Patriarchate) or will soon begin (LWF, Baptist 
World Alliance), they include both formal and informal 
participants. Reports are currently published and widely 
studied by members of the worldwide Pentecostal academic 
community, and the leadership of the Pentecostal World 
Fellowship and a number of its participating churches is 
both aware of and encouraging of these encounters. It is 
already the case that Pentecostals have begun to reflect 
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on how they might receive the fruits of their ecumenical 
encounters with others. On the whole, Pentecostals are 
more comfortable in speaking of a diffuse and Spirit-led 
process of reception, and indeed, of “receiving one another 
as Christ has received us.” (cf. Rom. 15:7) This is both dif-
ficult to define and to recognize, but it does happen.

46. The Salvation Army does not make joint declarations, 
and does not have formal processes for reception. The 
results of its bilateral dialogues are sent to territorial lead-
ers. They also appear in church publications and are sent 
to journals.

47. Among Seventh Day Adventists, the reception of ecu-
menical texts is under the auspices of the Council for Inter-
church and Interfaith Relations (CIIR). When members of 
a given dialogue organized or coordinated by the General 
Conference have reached agreement and are ready to report 
their findings to the church for response, their dialogue 
statements are sent to the CIIR. If, in the judgment of the 
Council, the agreement is of interest to the whole church, 
it goes to the General Conference’s administrative commit-
tee, and if accepted it is sent to the regional bodies for study 
and comment. If the agreement is not accepted at the local 
and regional levels, it is sent to the General Conference’s 
CIIR for adjustment, which will be done in consultation 
with the dialogue partner. The Seventh Day Adventists 
now are engaged in an international bilateral dialogue with 
the Mennonite World Conference, and a regional bilateral 
dialogue with the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)

48. An example of reception in a United and Uniting 
Church is found in the United Reformed Church (URC) 
in the United Kingdom. The URC makes the distinction 
between dialogue reports which seek understanding and 
dialogues which seek action. Reception is an open pro-
cess that can happen in less formal ways. For example, the 
reception of the teaching on the eucharist from Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry is seen in newer eucharistic liturgies. 
Reception of BEM’s teaching on baptism is seen in a readi-
ness to accept believers and infant baptism. Reception of 
BEM’s treatment on ministry has been more problematic, 
related to the challenges around the mutual recognition of 
ministry. The experience of the URC suggests that when 
churches have an open policy concerning reception, with 
no expectation that official action needs to be taken, infor-
mal reception may be much easier for churches than when 
reception is a more formal and complex process.

49. For the World Communion of Reformed Churches 
(WCRC), reports and agreed statements are first sent to 

the WCRC for publication. The report is then sent to 
members of the executive committee, then to the Gen-
eral Council. If the report is accepted by these bodies, the 
General Secretary of the WCRC then sends it to member 
churches with a commendation for study and action. In 
the experience of the WCRC, a number of different kinds 
of responses are possible, ranging from silence to relatively 
quick reactions. Often the process of receiving responses 
from member churches can take up to a decade, e.g. the 
Leuenberg Agreement of 1973 (Lutheran-Reformed), or 
the Reformed-Roman Catholic dialogue. Formal recep-
tion is experienced as a challenge for the WCRC, with the 
expressed need for more official feedback and response. On 
the other hand, informally, agreed statements are received 
in other ways at various levels of the life of the church. 

50. Within the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA), respon-
sibility for ecumenical dialogues belongs to the WEA Inter-
national Council. Agreed statements are committed to this 
body, and it decides whether it has respect from the WEA 
side. If a statement merits such respect, it is then sent out 
to the corresponding bodies in the national Alliance head-
quarters, and then from there to the grassroots level of local 
congregations. Churches who share an agreement with the 
dialogue statement signal so at national meetings.

51. Dialogues at the international level report every five 
years to the major quinquennial gathering of the World 
Methodist Council (WMC). The ecumenical reports are 
introduced at the WMC, questions are taken, and they are 
welcomed or “received” in this manner. In emerging prac-
tice, ecumenical texts are sent beforehand to the officers of 
the Council (now also to a new steering committee) and 
to the Standing Committee on Ecumenical Relations (for-
merly “on Ecumenics and Dialogue”), and thence to all 
delegates of the member churches. The churches are asked 
to respond to the proposed texts and report their views. 
At its formal gathering, the WMC is asked to affirm the 
agreed statements of the theological dialogues; such an 
affirmation is registered and recorded within the minutes 
of the Council. The texts are published after authorization 
for use by member churches and indeed the wider public. 
The current test-case for a higher degree of reception is the 
process around the recent synthesis of the last forty years 
of Methodist-Roman Catholic dialogue, Together to Holi-
ness, which was presented to the WMC in 2011. The joint 
report noted those doctrinal topics on which there is con-
sensus; those where there exists a degree of convergence, 
and those which are acknowledged as being more resistant 
to such agreement and which are commended to the Com-
mission’s future work.
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52. In summary, even a preliminary outline of these pro-
cesses indicates something of the complexity and uncer-
tainty attached to the processes of reception. Moreover, the 
processes described above can only give some indication 
of the formal ways in which reports and agreed statements 
are brought to the point of a formal act of reception. There 
remains the task of ongoing reception, which is the most 
vital if a real change is to be brought about in the quality 
of koinonia that a formal act of reception might invite or 
entail.

53. The most formidable challenge facing the reception of 
the fruits of ecumenical dialogues must relate to the way in 
which documents that have received formal approval are 
permitted to impact the lived experience of the faithful in 
mission and witness. It is all too possible for a document 
of convergence to remain on the shelves of an ecumenical 
office or department without even the fact of its existence 
becoming widely known and received by the churches 
at the local level. It is vital in addressing the processes of 
reception therefore that attention is given to all elements 
of the process.

C. Learning Points and Recommendations 
1. Learning Points
•   There is growing awareness of the wide diversity of pro-

cesses for reception in the life of different churches. 

•   Reception includes stages of discovery, dialogue, reflec-
tion, formal act (when mandated) and ongoing recep-
tion in the life of the churches.

•   No church structures necessarily guarantee reception. 
Unless there is a will at all levels to enter the process of 
reception, it will not occur. 

•   The process of reception cannot begin until Christians 
discover Christ at work in one another. Reception is born 
when space is created to welcome the other in our midst.

•   If reception is to be successful the entire people of God 
must be involved throughout its multifaceted processes.

•   When churches enter the dynamic of reception they move 
from isolation and self-sufficiency towards a deepening 
koinonia. International church structures and Christian 
world communions in particular facilitate this process. 
They become instruments of and vehicles for reception.

2. Recommendations 
For reception to be concretely expressed in the life of the 
church, we propose the following recommendations: 

•   ensure that structures and opportunities exist to assist 
the entire people of God to discover their brothers and 
sisters in Christ in other traditions; 

•   encourage all Christian leaders and the faithful to take 
responsibility for the ecumenical process by a commit-
ment to concrete action;

•   foster openness to a diversity that is not irreconcilable 
with the gospel, but which may enrich the life of the 
churches and be an opportunity rather than a problem 
for koinonia;

•   encourage those holding authority at any level to act 
in service of the ecumenical movement by fostering an 
appropriation of the fruits of ecumenical engagement at 
all levels; 

•   commit themselves to the ecumenical formation of the 
entire people of God in order to guarantee growth in 
fidelity to discipleship in an ecumenical age.

III. Overcoming the Divisions of the Past: Reception 
Promoting Reconciliation

A. The New Context Fostering Reception
54. The twentieth century transformed Christian relation-
ships, as modern means of transport and communication 
allowed much closer and more frequent contact than in 
ages past. In the various examples explored below, it was 
the impact of broader ecumenical contact that created an 
atmosphere enabling Christians of various traditions to 
begin to cooperate with each other, first in the great move-
ments coming immediately from the time of Edinburgh 
1910—the Missionary Movement, Faith and Order, Life 
and Work, co-operation in education and the Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity. This ecumenical movement 
itself sustained and prompted new initiatives. Christians 
taking part in these movements began in some degree to 
receive one another as co-workers in Christ seeking the 
unity for which he prayed (cf. John 17:21). More specifi-
cally, as these movements led to the creation of the World 
Council of Churches in 1948, the churches themselves, 
who were now represented together in the WCC, began 
to receive one another as communities, and gradually to 
develop common cause for the sake of Christ. Though the 
Roman Catholic Church was not a member, some of its 
theologians were in contact with the WCC from the 1950s. 
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55. During the Second Vatican Council, the Catholic 
Church and the WCC began to develop a formal and regu-
lar relationship, and from that time, to receive each other 
as partners in the one ecumenical movement. At Vatican II, 
through the observers sent by the WCC, the churches and 
Christian world communions began to know the Catholic 
Church and vice versa. In this context, initial steps were 
taken to receive one another in Christ, which would help 
them later to take more profound steps towards facing the 
divisions of the past. They began to recognize together the 
degree to which they hold the faith in common despite 
those divisions. The stage was set for addressing the divisive 
issues of the past.

56. In order to understand the dimensions of ecumenical 
reception, it will be useful, first, to describe some instances 
when reception has succeeded. In the twentieth century, 
reception of ecumenical insights has contributed to over-
coming some conflicts that led to the three most signifi-
cant divisions in the history of Christianity. These divisions 
took place in the fifth century after the Councils of Ephe-
sus (431) and Chalcedon (451), in the eleventh century 
(1054), and in the sixteenth century with the reformation. 

B. Towards Overcoming Fifth Century Divisions
57. In the fifth century some churches, for various reasons, 
did not receive certain theological statements of the Coun-
cils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451). Reactions to 
the Christological formulations of the Council of Chal-
cedon led to a separation within Christianity, a division 
which has lasted until today. Within the modern ecumeni-
cal movement, dialogue has led to clarification of issues 
which contributed, then, to misunderstanding. New con-
tacts and dialogue between Oriental Orthodox churches19, 
the churches which “historically inherit a refusal of the 
Christological teachings of the Council of Chalcedon,”20 
and those such as the Catholic Church and the Eastern 
Orthodox churches which accepted those teachings, have 
led to much agreement today on the mystery of Christ.

58. New contacts between Oriental Orthodox churches 
and the Catholic Church at Vatican II were important for 
building trust after centuries of separation. New insights 
and clarifications achieved in dialogue, whether at the 
Pro Oriente Foundation in Vienna starting in 1971, or in 
the multilateral dialogue of Faith and Order, or in bilat-
eral dialogue, have helped those involved to formulate 

19. The Coptic, Syrian, Armenian, Ethiopian, Eritrean, and Indian 
(Malankara) Orthodox Churches.
20. Ronald G. Roberson, Oriental Orthodox-Roman Catholic 
Dialogue. DEM, pp. 862-63. 

Christological statements expressing the same faith in Jesus 
Christ. These new insights and clarifications have been 
received and expressed in authoritative common Christo-
logical declarations formulated by the Bishops of Rome, 
especially Paul VI and John Paul II, with Patriarchs of sev-
eral Oriental Orthodox churches. The Eastern Orthodox-
Oriental Orthodox dialogue has also formulated common 
Christological statements. Dialogues between Oriental 
Orthodox and significant Western churches have like-
wise achieved agreed statements on Christology, presented 
below in paragraph 64. 

1. Common Christological Declarations 
a. Bishops of Rome and Oriental Orthodox Patriarchs.21

59. The first of these declarations, between Pope Paul VI 
and Coptic Orthodox Pope Shenouda III (May 10, 1973), 
stated: “we confess one faith in the Triune God, the divin-
ity of the Only Begotten Son of God, the second person of 
the Holy Trinity … who for us was incarnate, assuming for 
Himself a real body with a rational soul, and who shared 
with us our humanity but without sin. We confess that our 
Lord and God and Saviour and King … Jesus Christ is 
perfect God with respect to His Divinity, perfect man with 
respect to his humanity. In Him His divinity is united with 
his humanity in a real, perfect union without mingling, 
without commixtion, without confusion, without altera-
tion, without division, without separation. His divinity did 
not separate from his humanity…not for the twinkling of 
an eye.”22 

60. Christological language in the same line, confess-
ing Jesus Christ as perfect in his divinity and perfect in 
his humanity, can be found also in common declarations 
between: Pope John Paul II and Syrian Orthodox Patri-
arch Mar Ignatius Zakka I Iwas (June, 1984),23 John Paul 
II and Catholicos Karekin I of the Armenian Apostolic See 
of Etchmiadzin (December, 1996)24 and re-affirmed in the 
21. The agreements expressed in this section (nos. 59-61) “taken 
together illustrate the virtual resolution of the Christological 
controversies, as far as the Catholic Church and the Oriental 
Orthodox Churches are concerned, resulting from reactions to 
the Councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon in the fifth century.” 
Edward Idris Cardinal Cassidy and Bishop Pierre Duprey. 
(1999) “Ecumenical Advances 1960-1999: Towards the New 
Millennium,” Pontifical Council For Promoting Christian Unity 
Information Service [=IS] 101:157-58, citation 158.
22. “Visit of His Holiness Amba Shenouda III, Common 
Declaration,” IS 22(1973): 9.
23. “Common Declaration of Pope John Paul II and HH Mar 
Ignatius Zakka I Iwas, IS 55(1984):62.
24. “Common Declaration of John Paul II and Catholicos Karekin 
I,” IS 94(1997):30.
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common declaration signed by John Paul II and Catholicos 
Aram I of the Armenian Apostolic See of Cilicia (January, 
1997).25 It is found, too, in the doctrinal agreement on 
Christology approved by Pope John Paul II and Catholi-
cos Mar Basilius Marthoma Matthews I of the Malankara 
Orthodox Syrian Church (June 3, 1990).26 

b. The Bishop of Rome and the Patriarch of the Assyrian 
Church of the East

61. In a process with another ancient church, the Assyr-
ian Church of the East, Pope John Paul II and Patriarch 
Mar Dinkha IV also addressed the conflicts arising from 
the Council of Ephesus 431. In their common declaration 
of 11 November 1994, similar to those above, they con-
fessed “our Lord Jesus Christ is true God and true man, 
perfect in his divinity, perfect in his humanity, consubstan-
tial with the Father and consubstantial with us in all things 
but sin. His divinity and his humanity are united in one 
person without confusion or change, without division or 
separation. In him has been preserved the difference of the 
natures of the divinity and humanity, with all of their prop-
erties, faculties and operations.”27

c. The Official Dialogue of the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental 
Orthodox Churches

62. This dialogue said: “We have inherited from our Fathers 
in Christ the one apostolic faith and traditions, though 
as churches we have been separated from each other for 
centuries. The Logos, eternally consubstantial with the 
Father and the Holy Spirit in His Divinity, has in these 
last days, become incarnate of the Holy Spirit and Blessed 
Virgin Mary Theotokos, and thus became man, consub-
stantial with us in His humanity but without sin. He is 
true God and true Man at the same time, perfect in His 
Divinity, perfect in His humanity. Because the one she bore 
in her womb was at the same time fully God as well as fully 
human we call the Blessed Virgin Theotokos” (First Agreed 
Statement, 1989).28

63. The consequences of the Christological agreements 
reached in the dialogue between the Eastern and Orien-
tal Orthodox Churches have not been fully received by 
the respective constituencies. Eucharistic communion, for 

25. “Common Declaration of the Pope and the Catholicos,” IS 
95(1997):80.
26. Statement of the Joint Commission,” IS 73(1990): 39.
27. “Common Christological Declaration between the Catholic 
Church and the Assyrian Church of the East,” IS 88(1995):2.
28. Jeffrey Gros, FSC, Harding Meyer, William G. Rusch, eds. 
(2000) Growth in Agreement II: Reports and agreed statements of 
ecumenical conversations on a world level 1982-1998 [=GA II ] 
WCC Publications, Geneva and William B. Eerdmans Publishing 
Company, Grand Rapids Michigan/Cambridge, p. 192. 

instance, has not been restored. Other issues remain, such 
as lifting the anathemas against one another’s saints, and 
questions about liturgical and ascetical traditions. Yet there 
are other signs of rapprochement. For instance, as a result 
of the Christological agreements, the Coptic Orthodox 
no longer re-baptize members of the Eastern Orthodox. 
Within the unique context of Syrian ecumenism, the two 
Antiochian patriarchates experience the pastoral reality of 
sacramental communion.

d. Christological Agreement in Other Bilateral Dialogues
64. Christological agreement is expressed in contacts and 
dialogues of other churches with the Oriental Orthodox 
churches. These include the Common Declaration of 
Pope Shenouda III and Archbishop of Canterbury Rob-
ert Runcie (October 1, 1987),29 international dialogue 
reports such as the Agreed statement on Christology of the 
International Reformed-Oriental Orthodox Dialogue 
(September 13, 1994),30 and the Agreed Statement on 
Christology of the Anglican-Oriental Orthodox Interna-
tional Commission (November 5-10, 2002).31 Agreement 
on Christology is found also in dialogues between others 
including the Agreed Statement on Christology of the Old 
Catholic-Orthodox dialogue (1975 and 1977),32 the 1977 
Reformed—Catholic International Dialogue report Pres-
ence of Christ in Church and World (no. 84), and the 1995 
Lutheran-Orthodox Joint Commission report Authority in 
and of the Church (no. 5a).

65. Thus, the dialogues taken together have resulted in 
widespread agreement on the nature and mystery of Christ. 
Agreement has been formally received by the Catholic 
Church and certain Oriental Orthodox churches through 
common Christological declarations of popes and patri-
archs which illustrate, for them, the basic resolution of the 
fifth century Christological controversies (cf. note 17). For-
mal reception processes concerning these agreements are 
not yet complete and continue within other churches. It is 
clear that other issues also still need to be resolved. Never-
theless the broad Christological agreement seen above will 
enable the churches to get beyond a particular divisive fifth 

29. GA II, pp. 110-111.
30. GA II, pp. 292-93.
31. Jeffrey Gros, FSC, Thomas Best, Lorelei F. Fuchs, SA., eds. 
(2007) Growth in Agreement III: International dialogue texts and 
agreed statements, 1998-2005 [=GAIII ]. WCC Publications, 
Geneva and William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand 
Rapids, Michigan/Cambridge, pp. 35-37.
32. Harding Meyer and Lukas Vischer, eds. (1984) Growth in 
Agreement: Reports and agreed statements of ecumenical conversations 
on a world level [=GA]. Paulist Press, New York/Ramsey and World 
Council of Churches, Geneva, pp. 396-98.
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century conflict, and assist them in confessing together 
before the world the same faith in Jesus Christ, true God 
and true man. 

C. Towards Overcoming the Divisions of 1054
66. For more than nine centuries, since the mutual excom-
munications in 1054 between representatives of the Sees of 
Rome and Constantinople, and intensified by later events, 
the relationship between the Orthodox East and the Latin 
West had been characterized by schism, hostility, and mis-
understanding. In the twentieth century, and especially 
since the Second Vatican Council, Orthodox and Catho-
lics have renewed relationships in a variety of ways. They 
gradually are coming to recognize and mutually receive 
one another as “sister churches”, a designation which indi-
cates that they share to a profound degree the same apos-
tolic faith, and participate in the one apostolic succession. 
Nonetheless, there are still issues to be resolved before full 
communion is achieved. 

67. The public reading of the Common Declaration of 
Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras I and Pope Paul VI on 
7 December 196533 at the conclusion of Vatican II and 
simultaneously at St. Peter’s Basilica and at the Phanar, was 
an important context for this new relationship. Pope and 
Patriarch, addressing the mutual excommunications lev-
eled at one another in 1054 by the legates of the Roman See 
and the Patriarch and Synod of Constantinople, expressed 
their regret for the sad events of that time. They stated that 
those mutual excommunications brought consequences 
which “went much further than their authors had intended 
or expected,” and, most critically, “[t]heir censures were 
aimed at the persons concerned and not on the Churches; 
they were not meant to break the ecclesial communion 
between the Sees of Rome and Constantinople”(no.3). 
They declared together that they “regret and wish to erase 
from memory and from the midst of the Church the sen-
tences of excommunication which followed them and con-
sign them to oblivion”(no. 4b). They expressed hope that 
this action, fostering a healing of bitter memories of the 
past, would be followed by dialogue leading them to full 
communion of faith and sacramental life which obtained 
between them for the first thousand years of the life of the 
church.

68. Since the early 1960s, ecumenical patriarchs and popes, 
in addressing one another, have used the designation 

33. The “Common Declaration of Pope Paul VI and Patriarch 
Athenagoras I, 7 December 1965.” Austin Flannery O.P., ed., 
Vatican Council II. The Conciliar and Postconciliar Documents. 
(1988, Rev. . ised edition) Costello Publishing Company, 
Northport, New York, pp. 471-73.

“sister church” to describe the relationship of Orthodox 
and Catholic Churches.34 It appears to have been first used 
by the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras I in replying on 
12 April 1962 to a letter from Cardinal Augustin Bea.35 
In the period between 1962 and 1967, the Ecumenical 
Patriarch or his representative addressed the Church of 
Rome as “sister church” seven times.36 Pope Paul VI first 
used this designation in his letter (Anno Ineunte) of 25 
July 1967 to Athenagoras I, describing also its significant 
theological meaning. Both have received the faith of the 
apostles, and by baptism are one in Christ. And “in virtue 
of the apostolic succession, we are united more closely by 
the priesthood and the Eucharist. . . .In each local Church 
this mystery of divine love is enacted, and surely this is 
the ground of the traditional and very beautiful expression 
‘sister churches’ which local churches were fond of apply-
ing to one another.” “For centuries we lived this life of ‘sis-
ter churches’ and together held the Ecumenical Councils 
which guarded the deposit of faith against all corruption. 
And now, after a long period of division and mutual misun-
derstanding, the Lord is enabling us to discover ourselves as 
‘sister churches’ once more, in spite of the obstacles which 
were once raised between us.”37 And in a 1971 letter to 
Athenagoras, Pope Paul VI expressed his view that between 
the Catholic and Orthodox Churches “there already exists 
a communion which is almost complete—though still 
short of perfection—deriving from our common participa-
tion in the mystery of Christ and his Church.”38

69. Their successors, too, have articulated this mutual 
designation together in common declarations. Pope John 
Paul II and Ecumenical Patriarch Dimitrios I announced 
together on 30 November 1979 the beginning of a theo-
logical dialogue which envisages “an advance towards the 
reestablishment of full communion between the Catholic 

34. In Catholic usage, sister churches are particular churches or 
groupings of particular churches, for example the Patriarchates or 
metropolitan provinces among themselves.
35. E.J. Stormon, S.J. Editor and translator. Towards the Healing of 
Schism: The Sees of Rome and Constantinople. Public statements and 
correspondence between the Holy See and the Ecumenical Patriarchate 
1958-1984 (1987) Paulist Press, New York Mahwah, Doc 10, p.35.
36. For example, in his statement to the Holy Synod on the 
death of Pope John XXIII in 1963, Athenagoras said that “in the 
person of the late venerable leader of our sister Church of Rome 
we discerned an inspired labourer well able…to train his gaze on 
those points of the teaching of the Lord and of apostolic tradition 
which are common to both the Orthodox and Roman Catholic 
Churches.”4 June 1963, Stormon, pp. 44-45. Other usages of this 
designation can be seen in Stormon pp. 51-52, 71, 76, 86, 134.
37. Stormon, 161-162.
38. 8 February 1971, Stormon, 231-232, citation 232.
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and Orthodox sister Churches…”39 In their common dec-
laration of 29 June 1995, John Paul II and Ecumenical 
Patriarch Bartholomew I, reflecting on the results of the 
dialogue which had affirmed “that our churches recog-
nize one another as sister churches, responsible together 
for safeguarding the one church of God”, concluded that 
these affirmations “not only hasten the way to solving the 
existing difficulties, but henceforth enable Catholics and 
Orthodox to give a common witness of faith.”40 

70. Besides the Sees of Rome and Constantinople, this des-
ignation has also been used by Pope John Paul II and Patri-
arch Teoctist of the Orthodox Church of Romania in their 
common declaration of 12 October 2002. Stating that “[i]
n accord with the traditional beautiful expression, the par-
ticular churches like to call one another ‘sister churches’,” 
they point to the implications this recognition has for 
mission: “[t]o be open to this dimension means collabou-
rating to restore to Europe its deepest ethos and its truly 
human face.”41 In some cases, as in the relations between 
the Church of Rome and the Moscow Patriarchate, there 
have not been common declarations. But the mutual rec-
ognition of sacraments and holy orders, reflecting the theo-
logical basis of the designation “sister churches” is known 
in other ways.42 

71. Similarly, this designation has also been used, in at least 
one instance, between a pope and an Oriental Orthodox 
patriarch. In their common declaration on 23 June 1984, 
Pope John Paul II and Patriarch Mar Ignatius Zakka I Iwas 
of the Syrian Orthodox Church, indicate that if their faith-
ful find access to a priest of their own church materially or 
morally impossible, “we authorize them in such cases to 
ask for the sacraments of penance, eucharist and anointing 
of the sick from lawful priests of either of our two sister 
churches, when they need them.”43 

72. The international Orthodox-Roman Catholic dia-
logue, too, on the basis of the concept of “sister churches,” 
proposed a way to resolve an old conflict between them 

39. Stormon, p. 367.
40. In GA II, p. 686. 
41. In GA III, pp.180-181. 
42. The official attitude of the Church of Russia, among 
others, “is recognizing and respecting the Holy Orders and 
full sacramentality of the Roman Catholic Church.” See 
“Ecclesiological and Ecumenical Implications of a Common 
Baptism. A JWG Study”, no. 62. Joint Working Group between the 
Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of Churches: Eighth 
report, Geneva-Rome, 2005. (2005) WCC Publications, Geneva, 
p. 59. 
43. In GA II, pp. 692-93.

concerning the role of Eastern Catholic churches, which 
flared up again following the fall of communism in 1989. 
Its 1993 report, Uniatism: Method of Union of the Past, and 
the Present Search for Full Communion, on the one hand 
affirms the rights and obligations of Eastern Catholic 
churches to undertake their mission (cf. no. 16). On the 
other hand, it indicates that the “uniatism” which devel-
oped in events and conflicts of centuries ago can today 
be interpreted as a form of missionary apostolate against 
the other (no.12, cf. 10-11) and thus “can no longer be 
accepted neither as a method to be followed nor as a model 
of the unity our churches are seeking.” The report argues 
“that what Christ has entrusted to his church—profession 
of apostolic faith, participation in the sacraments, above all 
the one priesthood celebrating the one sacrifice of Christ, 
the apostolic succession of bishops—cannot be considered 
the exclusive property of one of our churches….It is in this 
perspective that the Catholic churches and the Orthodox 
churches recognize each other as sister churches, respon-
sible together for maintaining the church of God in fidel-
ity….”(nos.13, 14, cf.12).

73. In regard to those same tensions between Orthodox 
and Catholics after the changes in Eastern Europe, John 
Paul II in his May 31, 1991 Letter to Bishops of Europe on 
relations between Catholics and Orthodox in the new situ-
ation of central and eastern Europe, made clear that “with 
these Churches relations are to be fostered as between sister 
churches….”44

74. Many other developments have fostered this relation-
ship. Although Orthodox and Catholics do not yet share 
full communion, this gradual mutual reception of each 
other as sister churches calls attention to the deep bonds 
of faith they continued to share, even though separated for 
more than nine centuries, and share more intensely now. 
Despite continuing areas of divergence between them, 
much of what has separated them has been overcome. 

75. Significant and longstanding theological dialogue 
has been carried out between the Orthodox churches 
and other Western churches, such as Anglican-Ortho-
dox dialogue, Lutheran-Orthodox dialogue, Methodist-
Orthodox dialogue, Old Catholic-Orthodox dialogue, 
and Reformed-Orthodox dialogue. Participation by the 
Orthodox churches in the WCC and the numerous theo-
logical dialogues that have been initiated have led to great 

44. Letter of Pope John Paul II “To Bishops of Europe on 
Relations Between Catholics and Orthodox in the New Situation 
of Central and Eastern Europe, May 31, 1991.” IS 81(1992): 103.
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understanding and co-operation. All these steps bear wit-
ness to a greater sense of reconciliation between East and 
West.

D. Towards Overcoming Divisions from the Sixteenth 
Century
76. Some of the most intense divisions in the history of 
the Church took place in the sixteenth century. Within the 
complex ecclesiastical and political situation of that time, 
reformers from different countries criticized and sought 
to revise practices inherited from late medieval Christi-
anity within the Catholic Church. Such efforts to reform 
and renew often led to a break in communion with the 
See of Rome; other reforms occurred within the Catholic 
Church. But separated churches, shaped by the Protestant 
Reformation, were in serious conflict with each other as 
much as they were with the Catholic Church. Nonethe-
less, in a variety of ways, recent ecumenical contact and 
dialogue have helped to resolve some of the issues leading 
to division in that century. Receiving the results of dia-
logue has enabled separated Christians to begin to receive 
one another again. Examples of the way in which different 
churches have been able to receive each other multiplied in 
the twentieth century. 

1. Early Examples of Mutual Reception 
77. a. An early example of this can be found in the Bonn 
Agreement between the Anglican and Old Catholic 
churches in 1931. While not resolving a division from the 
16th century, this agreement stands perhaps as a strong 
example of explicit reception in a relatively simple model. 
The Bonn Agreement is essentially an acknowledgement of 
reception. The churches of the Anglican Communion and 
of the Union of Utrecht established full communion. This 
has not been without its difficulties. Questions still remain 
about parallel jurisdictions in some European countries, 
and the traditions remain distinct and separate, not in full 
organic unity. Nevertheless, the Bonn Agreement institutes 
full mutual reception of the faith, sacraments and ministry 
by these two families of churches.

78. b. The South Asian experience of the united churches 
is also worth recording. Starting in the 1940s churches of 
the various Protestant and Anglican traditions in North 
and South India, in Pakistan and Bangladesh, were able 
to receive one another into a united fellowship and a 
reconciled ministry. And thus were born the Church of 
South India (1947), the Church of North India (1970), 
the Church of Pakistan (1970), and the Church of Bangla-
desh (1970). The mechanisms of reconciliation varied and 
were sometimes seen as controversial and partial in their 

implementation, but one generation later, the churches 
which participated in the various schemes of unity have 
now fully received one another and been united into single 
churches.

79. c. In the same way that Anglicans and Old Catholics 
have been able to receive one another, so the churches 
of the Anglican Communion have been able to extend 
reception to other churches. Sometimes this has meant 
that churches, such as the Lusitanian Church of Portu-
gal (1963) and the Spanish Reformed Episcopal Church 
(1980), have been welcomed into full membership of the 
Anglican Communion; in other cases, such as the Inde-
pendent Church of the Philippines (1960) and the Mar 
Thoma Church of South India, the faith, sacraments and 
ministry of churches have been mutually received without 
formal and organic integration.

80. These processes have sometimes been at work at the 
regional level as well. The Porvoo Agreement between the 
Anglican Churches of the British and Irish Isles and the 
Nordic and Baltic Lutheran Churches involves the full 
reception of one another’s lives as churches, including 
the reception of one another’s members, ministries and 
sacraments. 

81. Further examples could be adduced. What is clear so 
far is that several examples exist in which mutual recep-
tion has been possible and indeed, has resulted. Churches 
have been able to recognize the fullness of the presence of 
the Church in one another and have translated that into 
concrete agreement and action—in some cases leading to 
full organic unity.

2. More Recent Examples of Successful Reception: 
Leuenberg and Porvoo
82. The 16th century movement of the Reformation was 
meant to renew the Church in accordance with the gospel 
and the ecclesial formation of the early Christian church. 
Within this Reformation context, however, the under-
standings of what was needed varied in different places in 
Europe due to the different political, social and cultural 
contexts in which theologians and laity experienced church 
life. Consequently, several strands developed within this 
broad movement which derived their energy from what 
was perceived as the rediscovery of the true message of the 
Gospel. What united them was the common conviction 
of God’s unconditional grace and the justification by faith 
alone. The reformers understood the Bible as the decisive 
source for Christian faith and teaching. According to this 
renewed insight into God’s grace and justice, there was 
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broad agreement among the reformers on the major issues 
that needed to be reformed, such as the praxis of penitence 
and indulgences. 

83. Theological reflection on the understanding of the sac-
raments and the Christology behind them and on questions 
of predestination, however, led to conflicting positions, 
especially among reformers in Wittenberg and in Switzer-
land. Moreover, different political circumstances allowed 
for different institutional forms by which the reforms were 
established, especially with respect to ministry and church 
order. This is at least part of the reason for the fact that 
along with the modern ecumenical movement, European 
churches, in their effort to overcome separation, developed 
two different models to do so on the grounds of their heri-
tage from the Reformation. 

a. The Community of Protestant Churches in Europe 

84. In 1973, Lutheran, Reformed and United churches 
in Europe together with pre-Reformation churches, the 
Waldensian Church and the Church of Czech Brethren, 
were successful in developing the Leuenberg Concord (LC), 
an agreement by which the traditional church dividing 
issues could be resolved on the grounds of a common 
understanding of the gospel. In the document itself, his-
torical distance is counted as an advantage. This has made 
it easier for churches to discern common elements in their 
teaching despite the former differences. 

In the course of four hundred years of history, the 
churches have been led to new and similar ways of 
thinking and living; by theological wrestling with the 
questions of modern times, by advances of biblical 
research, by the movements of church renewal, and by 
the rediscovery of the ecumenical horizon. … In the 
process they have learned to distinguish between the 
fundamental witness of the Reformation confessions of 
faith and their historically-conditioned thought forms. 
(LC 5) 

85. On the grounds of a common understanding of the 
Gospel proclaiming God’s gracious and unconditioned jus-
tification as the message of his free grace (LC 7-12), the 
document offers a common definition of baptism and the 
Lord’s supper (LC 14-15). While the doctrine of justifica-
tion was not controversial in the Reformation period and 
in later confessional development, the mutual condemna-
tions were intimately connected with a Christological dif-
ference. Therefore, the heart of the Leuenberg Concord is the 
paragraph on Christology, saying: “In the true man Jesus 
Christ, the eternal Son, and so God himself, has bestowed 

himself upon mankind for its salvation. In the word of the 
promise and in the sacraments, the Holy Spirit, and so 
God himself, makes the crucified and risen Jesus present to 
us.” (LC 21) The shaping of church fellowship was possible 
on the ground of Article VII of the Augsburg Confession. In 
this article reformers confess and teach:

that one holy church is to continue forever. The church 
is the congregation of saints, in which the Gospel is 
rightly taught and the sacraments are rightly adminis-
tered. And to the true unity of the church it is enough 
to agree concerning the doctrine of the gospel and the 
administration of the sacraments. Nor is it necessary 
that human traditions, that is, rites or ceremonies, 
instituted by men, should be everywhere alike.

86. According to this understanding of church unity, 
churches may on the ground of their shared understand-
ing of the gospel be able to “accord each other fellowship 
in word and sacrament and strive for the fullest possible 
co-operation in witness and service to the world.” (LC 29) 
This “includes the mutual recognition of ordination and 
the freedom to provide for intercelebration.” (LC 33) 

87. The Leuenberg Concord has served successfully as an 
agreement for more than one hundred European churches 
to be able to declare church fellowship to the present day. 
The Leuenberg Concord has been extended beyond Europe. 
The declaration of church fellowship, however, is not to 
be equated with its realization, but it needs a deepening of 
theological reflection with respect to contemporary chal-
lenges in various contexts of the lives of churches. Thus, 
the realization of church fellowship is bound in with the 
reception of the gospel and the deepening of its common 
understanding and co-operation. Only in this process does 
church fellowship become a reality. 

88. The study document The Church of Jesus Christ45 makes 
clear that to declare church fellowship is not just an option, 
but should be understood as an obligation in the light of 
the Gospel whenever a church or an ecclesial community 
is recognized to truly proclaim the gospel and adequately 
administer the sacraments and thereby to display the marks 
“of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic church.”46 

45. The Church of Jesus Christ: The contribution of the Reformation 
towards ecumenical dialogue on church unity. (1995) Edited on 
behalf of the Executive Committee for the Leuenberg Church 
Fellowship by Wilhelm Hüffmeier. Leuenberg Texts 11, Frankfurt 
am Main.
46. The Church of Jesus Christ, p. 126.
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b. The Community of British and Irish Anglican Churches 
and Nordic and Baltic Lutheran Churches—the Porvoo 
Communion

89. While the Community of Protestant Churches in 
Europe (CPCE) adopted the heritage of the Reformation 
by expounding the constitutive role of the gospel for under-
standing the unity of the church, in some ways a similar 
approach was taken by Anglican and Lutheran churches 
of northern Europe, this time however with a strong focus 
on the interrelation between the unity, apostolicity and 
the ministry of the church. By The Porvoo Common State-
ment47 (PC) prepared in 1992 and celebrated in Porvoo 
Cathedral in 1996, these churches were able to mutually 
“acknowledge one another’s churches as churches belong-
ing to the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church of 
Jesus Christ and truly participating in the apostolic mis-
sion of the whole people of God.” (PC 58a) For them this 
entails acknowledging “that in all our churches the Word 
of God is authentically preached, and the sacraments of 
baptism and the eucharist are duly administered” and “that 
all our churches share in the common confession of the 
apostolic faith.” (PC 58a)

90. While the Statement includes an agreement in faith, 
there is no requirement to mutually accept doctrinal for-
mulations characteristic of the distinctive traditions. What 
is, however, required is “to face and overcome the remaining 
obstacles to still closer communion.” (PC 33) Furthermore, 
the agreement does not only include the acknowledgment 
of one another’s ordained ministries and of the personal, 
collegial and communal dimension of oversight, but also 
the declaration that “the episcopal office is valued and 
maintained in all our churches as a visible sign expressing 
and serving the Church’s unity and continuity in apostolic 
life, mission and ministry.” (PC 58) 

91. A special characteristic of the Porvoo Agreement con-
sists in the fact that it conceives of the episcopal office as 
a visible sign of the apostolicity of the Church in terms 
of historic episcopal succession and includes the mutual 
acknowledgment of this sign as part of the church com-
munion. Those churches who did not preserve the sign of 
historic episcopal succession agree to resume it again on 
joining the Porvoo Communion. It is important to note 
that the churches regard the sign of episcopal historic 

47. Together in Mission and Ministry: Conversations between the 
British and Irish Anglican churches and the Nordic and Baltic 
Lutheran churches: The Porvoo Common Statement, with essays on 
church and ministry in Northern Europe. (1993) Church House 
Publishing, London. 

succession as part of their apostolicity and full visible unity 
but at the same time emphasize that it:

does not by itself guarantee the fidelity of a church to 
every aspect of the apostolic faith, life and mission. 
[…] Nor does the sign guarantee the personal faithful-
ness of the bishop. Nonetheless, the retention of the 
sign remains a permanent challenge to fidelity and to 
unity, a summons to witness to, and a commission to 
realize more fully, the permanent characteristics of the 
Church of the apostles. (PC 51) 

92. It is also important that the mutual acknowledgment 
of the churches and ministries “is theologically prior to the 
use of the sign of the laying on of hands in the historic suc-
cession. Resumption of the use of the sign does not imply 
an adverse judgment on the ministries of those churches 
which did not previously make use of the sign. It is rather a 
means of making more visible the unity and continuity of 
the Church at all times and in all places.” (PC 53) Like in 
the CPCE, the mutual acknowledgment is seen as a step on 
a way to further growth in communion. Hence, the agree-
ment entails the commitment:

to share a common life in mission and service, to pray 
for and with one another, and to share resources; … 
to encourage consultations of representatives of our 
churches, and to facilitate learning and exchange of 
ideas and information in theological and pastoral mat-
ters; to establish a contact group to nurture our growth 
in communion and to co-ordinate the implementation 
of this agreement.” (PC 58b)

93. While the Porvoo communion conceives the exchange 
of ministers to be dependent upon the common acknowl-
edgment and use of the sign of historic episcopal succes-
sion, within CPCE the mutual acknowledgment and 
exchange of ordained ministers is not bound to the reten-
tion of the sign of historic episcopal succession. This in 
fact represents a major difference between the two move-
ments. While agreement on the historic episcopal succes-
sion is a central aspect of the Porvoo communion, it has 
no role at all in the CPCE. It will be a task for CPCE 
and the Porvoo communion to further discuss the issue of 
full visible unity as they wish to deepen their ecumenical 
relations, which may be possible by further rethinking the 
heritage of the Reformation. With respect to the topic of 
reception, however, they both provide an example of how 
reception can be ecumenically successful. For in both of 
these ecumenical ventures churches were able to realize that 
their common faith in the gospel would allow for mutual 
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acknowledgment and conceive this as a stage on the way 
towards further growth in communion. 

3. The Continuing Reception of the Joint Declaration on the 
Doctrine of Justification
94. After decades of international and national dialogue 
following Vatican II, Lutherans and Catholics arrived at a 
consensus in basic truths concerning the understanding of 
the doctrine of justification, which was the theological issue 
at the heart of Luther’s conflict with the authorities of the 
Church. The signing of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine 
of Justification (JDDJ) in 1999 by the Lutheran World Fed-
eration and the Catholic Church was an important official 
step towards overcoming a major cause of division in the 
sixteenth century. The Joint Declaration expresses formal 
agreement on basic truths of the doctrine of justification, 
indicating that the mutual condemnations of the sixteenth 
century do not apply to the understanding of justification 
expressed therein. The JWG Eighth Report’s study docu-
ment, The Nature and Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue (no. 
74), included a case study illustrating factors involving the 
reception of the Joint Declaration. But important develop-
ments have taken place since then, leading to the Declara-
tion’s continuing reception in the wider ecumenical world. 

95. The LWF and the Pontifical Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity (PCPCU) have used the important anni-
versaries of the 1999 signing to celebrate it again together 
and renew commitment to this agreement—the fifth anni-
versary in 2004 in a celebration in South Africa and the 
tenth anniversary in a celebration in Augsburg, Germany, 
among others. 

96. It is very significant that another Christian world com-
munion, the World Methodist Council (WMC), received 
the Joint Declaration by formally associating itself with it 
in 2006. The historic significance of this is that now two 
Christian world communions rooted in the Reformation 
and the Roman Catholic Church together have a formal 
agreement on this theological issue which was at the heart 
of conflict between Catholics and Protestants in the six-
teenth century.

97. The steps toward this development are themselves 
examples of ecumenical reception. The remote background 
is that the mutual understanding, respect and friendship 
in Methodist-Catholic relations resulting from the forty 
years of Methodist-Catholic dialogue,48 and the many 

48. Cf. Address of Cardinal Walter Kasper, President of the 
Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, at the meeting 
of the World Methodist Council in Seoul, Korea, July, 2006, when 
the WMC accepted the JDDJ. IS 122(2006):58. 

years of collabouration between the LWF and the WMC,49 
created an atmosphere which fostered this development. 
More proximately, starting in 1999, the WMC resolved to 
explore with the LWF and the Catholic Church “the pos-
sibility for the WMC and its member churches to become 
officially associated” with the JDDJ. In 2001, the LWF and 
the Catholic Church together invited the World Methodist 
Council and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches to 
a meeting in Columbus, Ohio, to explore the possibility 
of their associating with the Joint Declaration. While both 
expressed interest, the WMC took steps shortly afterwards 
to move ahead on this. 

98. Such association was an unprecedented step. Different 
bilateral and multilateral dialogues can and do influence 
each other. But in this case a third Christian world commu-
nion would formally relate itself to—that is, receive—an 
official agreement achieved by two other world commu-
nions as a result of years of intense bilateral dialogue. The 
WMC had not been involved in that bilateral nor had the 
Methodist—Catholic dialogue treated the issue of justifi-
cation to the same extent as had the Lutheran—Catholic 
dialogue. 

99. By what process did the WMC receive the JDDJ?50 Two 
major steps were involved in this process. First, extensive 
consultation among Methodists within the WMC devel-
oped and approved a “Methodist Statement of Association 
with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification.”51 
While doing this, they were in continuing consultation 
with appropriate bodies of the LWF and the PCPCU. In 
this Statement of Association, WMC churches indicate that 
the common understanding of justification as outlined in 
the JDDJ’s nos.15-17 “corresponds to Methodist doctrine” 
(no.2). They “agree also with what Lutherans and Roman 
Catholics say together about some of the crucial issues in 
the doctrine of justification which were disputed between 
them since the time of the Reformation”52 and accept the 
explanations which Lutherans and Catholics respectively 
give concerning their respective positions on these issues53 
and “do not consider these diverse emphases sufficient 
cause for division between either party and Methodists” 

49. Cf. address of The Rev. . . Dr Ishmael Noko, LWF general 
secretary at the meeting of the World Methodist Council, 2006, 
when it accepted the JDDJ. IS 122(2006):59. 
50. The process and the pertinent related documents are found 
in “The Affirmation of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine 
of Justification by the World Methodist Council,” IS 122 
(2006):55-60.
51. Hereafter: Statement of Association. 
52. JDDJ paragraphs 19, 22, 25, 28, 31, 34, 37.
53. JDDJ paragraphs 20-21, 23-24, 26-27, 29-30, 32-33, 35-36, 
38-39.



196 Ecumenical Visions

(no.3). Besides these affirmations, they also add a num-
ber of paragraphs giving a particular Methodist emphasis, 
for example the deep connection between justification and 
sanctification that has always been crucial for the Method-
ist understanding of the biblical doctrine of justification 
(no. 4.2). In this way, as a third partner associates itself 
with the Joint Declaration, further insights on the meaning 
of justification than those articulated in the JDDJ, but not 
contradicting the JDDJ, are acknowledged as belonging to 
the common understanding of justification. The WMC 
meeting in Seoul, Korea in July, 2006 voted unanimously 
to approve the Methodist Statement of Association with the 
JDDJ, and authorized the second step.

100. This second step was the development of an “Official 
Common Affirmation” of the Methodist Statement of Asso-
ciation with the JDDJ by the three parties now involved. 
It states that the WMC and member churches affirm 
their fundamental doctrinal agreement with the teaching 
expressed in the JDDJ, and that the original signing part-
ners join together in welcoming the Methodist statement 
of agreement with the JDDJ consensus in basic truths of 
the doctrine of justification, and then “building on their 
shared affirmation” the “three parties commit themselves to 
strive together for the deepening of their common under-
standing of justification…” The three are now related in 
their common understanding of justification.

101. Furthermore, a number of elements in this process 
show that ecumenical reception reveals and enhances the 
unity of the one ecumenical movement. For example, 
the Statement of Association indicates that the Methodist 
movement, on the one hand, “has always understood itself 
as deeply indebted to the biblical teaching on justifica-
tion as…understood by Luther…other reformers and…
the Wesleys,” but, on the other hand, “it has also always 
embraced elements of the doctrine of justification which 
belong to the catholic tradition of the early church both 
east and west” (no. 4).54

4. Lutheran-Mennonite Reconciliation
102. Ecumenical reception today goes beyond the receiv-
ing of agreed statements on church-dividing doctrinal 
issues. A powerful example of a different model of recep-
tion comes from recent Lutheran-Mennonite relations. 
Dialogues established to examine theological differences 
between these families found their work impeded by the 

54. The international dialogue between the Catholic Church 
and the World Communion of Reformed Churches is currently 
exploring the possibility of the WCRC also adhering to the JDDJ. 

continuing shadow of the violent Reformation-era perse-
cutions which Lutheran forebears had perpetrated against 
Anabaptists. The ecclesial scars from the experience of such 
persecution shaped not only Mennonite self-awareness and 
church life, but also its collective memory. Violent coer-
cion had been theologically defended by Lutheran reform-
ers, but contemporary Lutherans had largely forgotten this 
aspect of their past. One of the goals of Lutheran-Menno-
nite dialogue became the healing of such memories. Rigor-
ous historical work allowed a joint study commission to 
prepare the first common narrative of the painful events of 
the sixteenth century—itself a reconciling process. But in 
the end the culmination of the process was not just the text 
but a powerful event—an act of reconciliation. At the 2010 
LWF Assembly in Stuttgart, the LWF’s highest governing 
body formally asked forgiveness “from God and from our 
Mennonite sisters and brothers” for the initial wrongs and 
their continuing legacies. The Lutheran assembly knelt to 
ask this forgiveness; significantly, ecumenical guests also 
knelt—both in solidarity with the Lutherans and to rec-
ognize that this moment of reconciliation was healing for 
the entire church. 

103. Mennonites had prepared for this moment through 
their own practices of decision-making and prayer, know-
ing that they wanted immediately to assure the Lutherans 
that the forgiveness was extended. Also acknowledging 
their own wrongs and rejoicing in the release which this 
reconciliation offered also to them, Mennonites gave the 
Lutherans a foot-washing tub, used characteristically in 
Anabaptist worship, with the prayer that since “today you 
have heard and honoured our story,” from this time for-
ward “we may serve one another as our Lord and Teacher 
served us.” 

104. While most Lutherans and Mennonites will never 
read the reports of dialogue commissions, the images and 
the narratives around the Stuttgart action have been widely 
received in both communities. In the violent society of 
Colombia, where the historical wrongs seemed far away, it 
was this example of peaceful resolution which the churches 
particularly celebrated together. In the world’s largest refu-
gee camp, where the LWF seeks non-violently to provide 
civil governance and security, the collabouration of the 
Mennonite Central Committee has been welcomed with 
special warmth. Beyond these two families, the example of 
the LWF in seeking forgiveness has stimulated reflection in 
other traditions which have their own memories of perse-
cution in need of healing. This is a further receiving of the 
fruits of Lutheran-Mennonite dialogue.
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105. If ecumenical reception is to receive one another as 
Christ has received us—precisely the hope conveyed in the 
act of foot-washing—the reception of Lutheran-Menno-
nite dialogue in visible acts of repentance and reconcilia-
tion takes on an iconic role that invites others to do the 
same.

E. The Role of the Sponsoring Bodies as Agents of Reception
1. The Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity
106. In the description above of the Catholic processes 
of reception (Ch. II no. 40) the prominent role of the 
PCPCU in regard to reception is already noted. In promot-
ing unity it works to develop contacts with partners, both 
to work with them in initiating dialogues and also to foster 
reception of the results of dialogues. In formal reception 
processes within the Catholic Church the PCPCU works 
in close relationship especially with the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith in examining critically the results 
of ecumenical dialogue, and in contributing to official texts 
such as the joint statements with partners intended to be 
published. The culminating moment of formal reception 
lies in the approval of the Pope. In some way these fac-
tors have been in the background of the development of 
significant statements seen in this chapter (see nos. 61-63, 
68-72) and the 1999 Lutheran-Catholic Joint Declaration 
on Justification (nos. 95-99 above). 

107. Another way in which the PCPCU promotes recep-
tion is seen in the recent PCPCU project published by 
Cardinal Walter Kasper under the title Harvesting the 
Fruits (2009: Continuum). It seeks to promote reception 
of the results of four international dialogues that began 
after Vatican II involving the Catholic Church with the 
Lutheran World Federation, the World Methodist Coun-
cil, the Anglican Communion and the World Alliance of 
Reformed Churches. In this project the PCPCU studied 
the 36 reports published by these four dialogues. It ana-
lyzed the findings of these four dialogues in regard to four 
questions: (a) fundamentals of the faith, the Trinity and 
Christ; (b) salvation, justification, sanctification; (c) the 
church; (d) baptism and the eucharist. It brought together 
the results of the four dialogues on those issues, showing 
the great degree of convergence/consensus on them in the 
four dialogues, noting as well the differences. It also offered 
preliminary conclusions that could be drawn from the 
findings and some directions and issues that could be taken 
up in the future. The implications of these reports were 
discussed further with representatives of the four partners 
in dialogue. All of this was aimed at fostering the reception 
of the results of these reports in the life of the churches. 

2. The World Council of Churches
108. “The WCC is a fellowship of churches which confess 
the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the 
Scripture and therefore seek to fulfill together their com-
mon calling to the glory of the one God, Father Son and 
Holy Spirit” (WCC Constitution). This “common call-
ing” impels the churches to seek together convergence and 
greater consensus on the issues that yet divide them. As 
a fellowship of churches, the World Council of Churches 
(WCC) includes as members and ecumenical partners, vir-
tually all of the churches mentioned in this present text. 
It has had its own unique opportunities to promote unity, 
and there have been recent examples of ecumenical recep-
tion relating to the WCC as well.

a. An Example of Ecumenical Reception within the WCC 
Itself

109. At the core of the life of the World Council of Churches 
is a degree of reception by the churches of one another in a 
collegial life in which they explore and implement together 
their common vocation to foster the unity which Christ 
wills. How this process works has itself become the subject 
of reflection and reception in the work of the Special Com-
mission on the Participation of the Orthodox Churches. 
The Orthodox concerns about the WCC provoked a series 
of conversations between 1999 and 2005. These marked 
the first phase of an ongoing reassessment of the work-
ing structures of the WCC. The Orthodox Churches had 
become uneasy with the parliamentary models of debate 
and majority decision that were more familiar in the assem-
bly models of Christian world communions of the Western 
Protestant traditions. The Special Commission was tasked 
with finding ways by which the authentic life and deci-
sion making of the different churches could be offered and 
received, and a model of consensus decision making intro-
duced. This model allows the WCC to take into account 
the spectrum of reactions to any proposal, and to be more 
alive to the concerns of all the traditions which contribute 
to the work of the Council. The Special Commission made 
other recommendations concerning, for example, ecclesio-
logical and theological criteria for membership. Some of its 
recommendations led to changes in the WCC constitution 
and rules. These changes help make the life of the WCC 
more receptive to the whole fellowship of churches, and 
therefore make the WCC more representative of its whole 
membership. This enables better reception of one another 
by the member churches of the WCC, and in turn enhances 
the WCC’s ability to serve the ecumenical movement.
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b. An Example of the WCC Receiving the Results of a Bilateral 
Dialogue Report 

110. The WCC’s office of the Decade to Overcome Vio-
lence (DOV) made a general request to the Christian 
world to contribute suggestions concerning the shape and 
content of the proposed International Ecumenical Peace 
Convocation with which the DOV would culminate in 
2011. Responding, in 2007 the Mennonite World Confer-
ence and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian 
Unity invited the WCC DOV office to a two day consulta-
tion to reflect together on whether themes discussed in the 
Mennonite–Catholic international dialogue report Called 
Together to be Peacemakers could contribute to this process 
of preparation. This consultation resulted in a report giving 
precise suggestions of themes relating to a theology of peace 
based on Called Together to be Peacemakers, which was then 
received by the DOV office as a contribution, among many 
others, to its reflection for the 2011 event. This illustrates 
a method of finding ways to integrate bilateral and mul-
tilateral dialogues, by offering for possible reception by a 
multilateral process, the results of a bilateral dialogue. 

c. Forum on Bilateral Dialogues 
111. The Forum on Bilateral Dialogues is regularly con-
stituted by the Conference of Secretaries of the Christian 
world communions, and convened by the World Council 
of Churches’ Commission on Faith and Order. Its man-
date is to be a forum where representatives of the interna-
tional dialogues are both able to share information with 
one another concerning the content, developments and 
achievements of the bilateral dialogues, and also to bring 
coherence to these conversations. The bilateral and mul-
tilateral dialogues often receive insights from one another 
and build on each other’s convergences. Thus, the Forum 
provides a unique platform for the mutual exchange of 
information on topics, methods, challenges, solutions and 
aims of these different dialogues. The reports of the Forum 
record the shifting realities in the international dialogues, 
such as new participants, and the developments in ecu-
menical relations. The conversations in the Forum have 
brought fresh perspectives into the dialogues. By promot-
ing a dialogue between the dialogues, the Forum on Bilat-
eral Dialogue has thus become an effective instrument of 
reception, although at a step removed from reception by 
the churches. Moreover, the Forum has engaged in four 
distinctive reflections on the nature and processes of recep-
tion of the theological dialogues. As already noted in this 
text, the 2008 Ninth Forum meeting in Breklum, Ger-
many, has said to the churches: “As each dialogue is in some 
way a ‘learning process,’ each needs to consider how this 

learning process may be shared with the wider membership 
of the two communities involved. Only an abiding com-
mitment to the ecclesial reception of ecumenical texts can 
allow these statements of convergence to have a reconciling 
and transforming effect in the life of our churches.”

d. The Continuing Reception of Baptism, Eucharist and 
Ministry 

112. The World Council of Churches’ Faith and Order 
convergence text, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM), 
1982, remains an influential part of ecumenical history. 
Aspects of some of the agreements mentioned above, e.g. 
the Meissen agreement (1988) and the Porvoo agreement 
(1996) were influenced by BEM. One of the documents of 
the Joint Working Group’s Eighth Report, The Nature and 
Purpose of Ecumenical Dialogue: A Study Document, con-
tained a significant treatment of the reception of dialogue 
results (nos. 58-79). This included “a multilateral case 
study” focusing on BEM. 

113. That case study gives many insights into the develop-
ment of the text, by describing the way in which recep-
tion processes encouraged discussion of emerging drafts 
of BEM by the churches. These discussions played an 
important role in the process leading to the final form in 
which BEM was published in 1982, and the fact that once 
published, more than 186 churches replied to Faith and 
Order’s request for official responses to it “at the highest 
level of authority.” This was an unprecedented response to 
an ecumenical text. The case study also illustrates the fact 
that BEM helped some churches in different parts of the 
world to enter into new relationships with one another. 
These are important expressions of the reception of BEM.

114. There are four additional ways in which reception 
of BEM has been experienced. The first is that BEM has 
been important for deepening relationships between the 
World Council of Churches and the Catholic Church. The 
Roman Catholic Church was among those who submitted 
an official response. Its extensive response was the result of 
a five year process in which the Holy See sought reflection 
and comment on BEM from Catholic Churches around 
the world, as well as involving its normal processes of study 
in appropriate offices of the Roman Curia. Many Catholics 
came to know the WCC better because of BEM. Further-
more, BEM has entered into documents of the papal mag-
isterium. Pope John Paul II’s interest in BEM is illustrated 
by his positive references to it in a number of addresses 
during the 1980s, often speaking of it as an important sign 
of ecumenical progress, and his mention of BEM and its 
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significance in four places in the 1995 encyclical Ut unum 
sint (no.17, note 28; no.42, note 71; no.45, note 76; no.87, 
note 144). There has been significant reception of BEM in 
the Catholic Church.

115. A second way in which reception of BEM has been 
experienced can be seen in the current Faith and Order 
study of the church. Over the last several decades, it has 
become clear that the nature of the Church is perhaps the 
central ecumenical issue today. BEM has helped to pro-
voke deeper study of the church. A number of churches 
responding to BEM, including the Catholic Church, called 
for further reflection on the Church as a way of deepen-
ing the convergences found in BEM. After the Fifth World 
Conference on Faith and Order (1993) called for a study 
on the church, the first result of this Faith and Order study 
was a volume entitled The Nature and Purpose of the Church: 
a stage on the way to a common statement (1998). It stated 
that “in the style of BEM, this document seeks to evolve 
into what could be called a convergence text.”(no. 4) After 
receiving critical evaluation of this text from churches and 
other sources, Faith and Order produced a second volume 
The Nature and Mission of the Church: a stage on the way 
to a common statement (2005) which indicated that “the 
experience of the BEM process and an increasing interest 
in ecclesiology in many churches provide fresh insights into 
how many Christians understand being the Church” (no. 
3). Faith and Order is currently continuing its study, refin-
ing the text. But the current Faith and Order study of the 
Church in a true sense has benefitted from the reception of 
BEM, and continues the heritage of BEM.

116. There is a third way in which reception of BEM has 
been experienced, not unrelated to the second. BEM’s 
contribution specifically to a common understanding of 
baptism as a basic bond of unity among Christians has 
provoked ecumenical reflection on the deeper implications 
of this important insight. A prime example of this reflec-
tion is the text found in the Joint Working Group’s Eighth 
Report entitled Ecclesiological and Ecumenical Implications 
of a Common Baptism: A JWG Study (2005). The influence 
of BEM on this text is seen from its first paragraphs, and 
throughout the text. Examining a number of themes relat-
ing to a common baptism, the study draws out ecclesio-
logical implications, some of which are issues which should 
be pursued further in dialogue in order to remove obstacles 
to unity which still exist, or others which give insights that 
help to appreciate even more the degree of unity that exists 
now because of a common baptism. The study also lists a 
series of ecumenical implications of a common baptism, 
many of a more pastoral character, suggesting ways to 
deepen ecumenical relations which are rooted in common 

baptism. That study, therefore, suggests additional ways in 
which BEM can be received.

117. A fourth way has to do with the impact of BEM on 
local ecumenism and the life of the churches. In addition 
to formal agreements which acknowledge the influence 
of BEM, the text (which has sold more copies than any 
other book published by the WCC) became a teaching 
tool, and a vehicle for ecumenical conversations in com-
munity settings around the world, in some cases initi-
ated by ecumenical entities such as councils of churches 
and clergy associations, in others spontaneously initiated. 
In this case, reception flowed from the value of the text 
itself, meeting a need, indeed a hunger, for accessible yet 
substantial information about essential aspects of Christian 
faith and life. BEM inspired some churches to consider the 
possibility of developing a common baptismal certificate. It 
influenced those responsible for preparing baptismal rites, 
and was crucial—in the light of debates about inclusive 
language—in maintaining the classical baptismal formula 
in those texts. 

F. Learning Points and Recommendations 
1. Learning Points

•   Exploring the issues considered above in relation to the 
three historical periods highlights the fact that, despite 
centuries of divisions, many basic Christian convictions 
and bonds of faith also were shared in common. The new 
atmosphere created by the ecumenical movement, espe-
cially in dialogue through which separated Christians 
came to know one another and cleared away misunder-
standings about each other’s traditions, allowed them to 
recognize that truth, which had not been realized before.

•   The fact that long standing church-dividing issues are 
being addressed and resolved gives hope that other issues 
can be resolved in the long term. Patience and prayer are 
needed if immediate results are not achieved.

•   The evolution of the social sciences, philosophical 
thought, hermeneutics and other spheres of learning, 
have enhanced the appreciation of the context in which 
previous divisions took place. Consequently new ways 
of thinking have emerged, fostering an understanding 
of some of the reasons for divisions and helping the 
churches to move beyond them. 

•   The achievements of dialogue have shown that it is pos-
sible to express common faith while respecting the tradi-
tions and terminologies of each partner.

•   Even after achieving agreement on an issue over which 
there had been conflict, new questions may arise that are 
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potentially divisive and liable to cause difficulty. Even 
when old conflicts are resolved, long periods of separa-
tion make the healing of the bitter historical memories 
related to them a lengthy and continuing process.

•   Where the results of dialogues are expressed by formal 
acts and symbolic actions the impact of the progress 
made might be greatly enhanced.

2. Recommendations 
In order for reception to take root in the life of the churches 
we propose the following recommendations:

•   that personal contacts be nurtured and encouraged since 
they foster relationships that assist in mutual under-
standing and lead to the resolution of conflicts. For 
example, we commend the example of the presence of 
observers from other Christian communions at the Sec-
ond Vatican Council. Ongoing meetings of church lead-
ers constitute an impact that set free the impulses for 
ecumenical dialogue and new ecumenical initiatives.

•   that the work done by one bilateral or multilateral dia-
logue should be considered more widely and used to 
inform other dialogues as well as becoming a resource in 
education and formation;

•   that after agreement on doctrinal questions there should 
be a process to ensure that continuing study of these 
issues is undertaken, and the implications of agreement 
lived out in the life of the churches;

•   that churches be aware of the effects of particular bilat-
eral relations and agreements on their wider bilateral 
and multilateral ecumenical relationships. The presence 
of ecumenical observers on bilateral dialogues may alert 
such dialogues to the ecumenical consequences of their 
agreements.

IV. When Ecumenical Reception Is a Struggle

A. Challenges to Reception
118. Although ecumenical accomplishments have been 
cited, it must be acknowledged that reception often 
involves a struggle in so far as relationships between per-
sons and ecclesial communities are concerned. The reality 
being faced today is that questions are being raised con-
cerning the value and goals of dialogue in the face of per-
ceived divergences of beliefs and practices. These can arise 
out of bitter memories of the past and reactions to devel-
opments in the life of some Christian traditions. Ongoing 
issues such as the ordination of women and new conflict-
ing approaches to questions related to marriage and family, 

sexual ethics, bioethics and economic ethics have had an 
adverse impact on some relationships and therefore on 
reception. 

119. Much discussion and debate continues to take place 
among members within the church traditions on the vary-
ing interpretations of their beliefs and practices. Relation-
ships among Christian traditions are influenced by the 
intensity of the discussions and the extent to which each 
one is prepared, out of a sense of respect and in humility, to 
be receptive to different viewpoints. Reception in this sense 
can serve as a means of each one benefiting from valuable 
spiritual insights that are not one’s own. In dialogue, par-
ticipants must present the truth understood in their own 
tradition, while being attentive to the truth presented by 
the other, and seek as much common ground as possible, 
while being honest about the differences. A willingness to 
listen will go a long way in arriving at a position of mutual 
respect and cordiality between Christian communities.

120. It is relatively straightforward to cite instances when 
reception has been positive or when a reception process 
has been initiated. It is more difficult when reception is 
a struggle. While some ecumenical texts are truly received 
by the churches, others are received to a limited degree or 
not at all. The challenges to reception are many and varied: 
some are external, relating to the situation within particu-
lar churches or in the broader ecumenical movement; oth-
ers are internal, relating directly to the text in question, 
or to the process by which it was created or by which it 
may be responded to. Examples of the struggles of recep-
tion are illustrated in the accounts of two dialogues: one a 
bilateral—reports from the Old Catholic-Eastern Ortho-
dox international dialogue; the other a multilateral—The 
Nature and Mission of the Church: A Stage on the Way to 
a Common Statement from the WCC’s Faith and Order 
Commission.

121. As is seen in the case of the Old Catholic-Eastern 
Orthodox international bilateral dialogue, the context 
of ecclesial relationships has serious effects on reception. 
Between 1975 and 1987 the joint commission of Old 
Catholic and Orthodox theologians held several dia-
logues touching on such fundamental issues as the doc-
trine of God, Christology, ecclesiology, soteriology, the 
sacraments, eschatology and ecclesial communion. In each 
case the commission affirmed that the text produced “rep-
resents the teaching of the Orthodox and Old Catholic 
churches”. From 1987, however, relations between the two 
bodies became more difficult. The ordination of women 
in some Old Catholic churches from 1996 led to Old 
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Catholic-Orthodox consultations held in that year with 
indecisive results. More recently differences have arisen on 
other issues related to gender and sexuality. Differences also 
have arisen over the participation of Old Catholic bish-
ops in consecrations of Anglican bishops, which also have 
included Lutheran bishops. For the Orthodox, such par-
ticipation implies a state of full communion between Old 
Catholic and Lutheran churches, whereas Old Catholics 
insist that it reflects only the full communion they have 
shared with the Anglican Communion since 1931. These 
various tensions militated against reception of the dia-
logues, however fruitful and positive they may have been. 
This illustrates that reception does not depend solely on the 
quality of the texts produced, since reception takes place 
within the context of the overall relationship between the 
churches concerned. A permanent Old Catholic-Orthodox 
committee “for reflection and exchange” was established 
in 2004 to develop joint theological and pastoral projects, 
and it is hoped that this eventually will enable the recep-
tion of the dialogue results so far achieved. 

122. Different lessons may be learned from the more recent 
multilateral experience of the Faith and Order Commis-
sion. The Nature and Mission of the Church (2005) by 
all accounts did not receive the widespread attention it 
deserved. Following the methodology of Baptism, Eucha-
rist and Ministry, The Nature and Mission of the Church is 
the second in a series of texts on ecclesiology sent to the 
churches for study and response, to enable the churches 
to begin to recognize a convergence that has emerged. The 
responses to The Nature and Mission of the Church, like its 
predecessor, the 1998 The Nature and Purpose of the Church, 
were intended to be integral to the process of discerning 
such a multilateral convergence. By 2010 eighty responses 
had been received by Faith and Order, yet only twenty-
seven came from the churches. Although the text was sent 
with the specific request that the churches respond, clearly 
this was a text that appealed primarily to theological spe-
cialists and students. The year after The Nature and Mis-
sion of the Church was published, the 2006 WCC assembly 
accepted Called to be the One Church, an ecclesiology text 
likewise produced by Faith and Order. This text also was 
sent to the churches for response; since 2006 a mere hand-
ful of responses have been received by Faith and Order. 
In effect, two ecclesiological texts from the WCC were in 
circulation at the same time, each requesting study and 
response from the churches. 

123. Anecdotal evidence suggests that it is no exaggeration 
to speak of an ecumenical overload of texts and response 
processes—and this at a time when many churches face 

declining resources, both human and financial, with which 
to support their ecumenical engagement. This suggests per-
haps that fewer such texts should be produced; that they 
should be clear and accessible to their intended audience; 
that if multiple texts must be sent to the churches, they 
should be sent in a coordinated way; that pacing is crucial. 
Furthermore, it is vital that clear expectations, including 
specific suggestions for reflection and action, be laid upon 
the churches in asking for their response.

124. The processes as outlined by the general secretaries or 
other representatives of the Christian world communions 
(cf. chapter II) need to be seen alongside the difficulties 
outlined by those responsible for overseeing the process of 
reception at the international, regional and local levels. 

125. Again, anecdotal evidence suggests that ecumenical 
officers and theological commissions can exhibit a lack of 
confidence about the length and quality of response that 
is asked of them. Many reported that the churches simply 
do not have adequate instruments to assess a theological 
document arising from bilateral or multilateral dialogues, 
and to engage in the processes of ecclesial reception. Some-
times the level of response being requested is unclear—i.e., 
is a short response sufficient, or is a complex and detailed 
theological assessment being looked for? Is it better to offer 
no response than one that is too brief or simple? Is a shorter 
text of less worth than a longer one? Will churches feel 
embarrassed by a shorter response?

126. In addition, the sponsors of dialogues often lack clar-
ity and communication both about timelines and about 
what precisely is being requested in a formal response to 
an agreed statement. Often the questions posed to the 
churches are unclear and too demanding. For example, 
what is meant by terms such as “common,” “convergence,” 
or even “agreement” is not always clear.

127. Others report that the sort of responses requested by 
a parent body or a dialogue do not seem to fit comfort-
ably with the pressing concerns of some national or local 
churches. Sometimes the topics addressed are perceived 
to belong to an earlier period of history or to a different 
context and continent, and not to relate to current global 
realities. The kinds of questions dealt with by a dialogue 
may appear to be not those of the churches but of special-
ists or those only of the dialogue partner. How much dia-
logue relates to the context of European historical divisions 
rather than to current mission imperatives in the develop-
ing world? The remark was made that local churches are 
more responsive to life and work issues than a Faith and 



202 Ecumenical Visions

Order theological text. These comments suggest an envi-
ronment of resistance to the processes of reception. In 
response to these comments, it is clear that it is necessary 
to demonstrate the ways that the historical conflicts which 
led to divisions continue to impinge upon church relations 
today.

128. We also need to keep in mind that there are many 
non-theological factors that can have a bearing on the 
issues addressed in dialogue. These, too, can interfere with 
the processes of reception. The theological conflicts of the 
past, and the way in which they unfolded in exclusion 
and persecution, may have left many longstanding and 
bitter memories that remain unhealed and that can affect 
responses in the present. Sociological factors such as class 
and racial conflict, cultural differences and imperial history 
bring radically different perspectives to the questions under 
consideration and can affect even the will to engage in dia-
logue. The fear of surrendering power can be as potent a 
factor in continuing church divisions as can problems with 
doctrine. All of this requires patient acknowledgment and 
engagement to build mutual confidence as a context for 
effective dialogue and reception. 

B. Learning points and recommendations 
1. Learning Points

•   All dialogue reports, when they are published, are 
intended for general reception. This includes discussion, 
criticism and evaluation in theological institutions, in 
congregations and parishes and by church authorities 
with the hope of bringing new insights. 

•   Reception processes have demonstrated substantial 
unevenness. While some ecumenical texts have received 
significant attention, others, though substantial, have 
not received such extensive study. Careful consideration 
of how to support the dissemination, study and response 
to a text will bear significant fruit.

•   Issues at the root of conflicts between Christians that 
arose in particular historical contexts can have a continu-
ing impact on the churches and can be difficult to resolve 
even after intense theological dialogue.

•   Since episcopé involves being an instrument for the koi-
nonia of the whole church, it necessarily includes care 
and responsibility for reception.

2. Recommendations 
In order to assist in the effectiveness of the recep-
tion of the fruits of dialogue, we propose the following 

recommendations to those responsible for ecumenical dia-
logue, specifically, that church leaders:

•   make clear whether a formal process of reception is 
intended when sponsoring dialogue, and specify the 
nature of the responses required; 

•   give consideration to issues like context, timing and pac-
ing when texts are ready for dissemination;

•   encourage authorities at different levels to appoint and 
support ecumenical officers, coordinators or commis-
sions who are tasked to ensure that there is an awareness 
of these reports among their constituencies.

V. Ecumenical Formation: A Key to Ecumenical 
Reception

A. Formation and Reception
129. Ecumenical formation is in itself a way of consolidat-
ing reception. As people listen to the history of the ecu-
menical movement and receive the fruits of ecumenical 
dialogue, they themselves are deepening their formation 
as disciples of Christ. The multiplex process of recep-
tion requires a process of education and formation which 
embraces both the intellectual and theological dimensions 
of being trained in ecumenical dialogue and the existential 
and spiritual dimensions of receiving and recognizing one 
another in the name of Christ. Ecumenical formation and 
reception, therefore, are intrinsically intertwined.

130. The primary goals of ecumenical formation are to 
awaken the hearts and souls of Christians to the ecumeni-
cal imperative; to acknowledge the results of the ecumeni-
cal movement in all its levels and expressions; and to form 
persons of dialogue now, especially in order to pave the way 
for the education of future generations who are committed 
to the quest for unity.

131. The JWG has always been concerned about ecumeni-
cal formation as a fundamental dimension on the path 
towards the unity among Christians. The JWG Fifth Report 
(1983) stated: 

Another crucial area is that of theological education and 
particularly the education of pastors, perhaps the most 
influential point in ecumenical sensitization. There 
is a great range of possibilities but even where there 
are joint or collabourative faculties and programmes, 
more could be done to draw out their potential with 



20358: Reception

the support and guidance of those responsible in the 
various churches.55 

132. The present JWG acknowledges the successful work 
done in the last decades by previous JWGs. Important 
steps have been taken in focusing on the need for ecumeni-
cal formation as a priority in the ecumenical agenda, as 
well as in providing the parent bodies with meaningful and 
fruitful tools to reflect and to act upon it. 

133. In recent decades, however, ecumenical formation has 
gained more and more interest and centrality as a key fac-
tor in the search for visible unity, and it is still a priority 
to be addressed. The 1993 JWG document on Ecumenical 
Formation has been—and still is—a valuable instrument to 
foster ecumenical reception, and needs to be brought again 
to the attention of the churches. Ecumenical Formation 
reminds Christians that ecumenical formation pertains 
to the whole people of God, each one having a respon-
sibility in the search for unity and in the building up of 
communion. It is a process in which individuals and com-
munities must be engaged, and it is an imperative to which 
churches, educational agencies, academic institutions and 
ecumenical organizations must respond. 

134. The 2005 Eighth Report of the JWG indicates that 
ecumenical formation is a fundamental goal calling for 
recommitment in the future mandate of the JWG: “The 
JWG has over the years expressed concern for ecumenical 
formation and education as fundamental to the search for 
the unity of the church.”56 Further on the report adds: 

We likewise agree that greater effort is needed in the 
field of ecumenical formation. Both parent bodies need 
to be concerned about laity and clergy who need ecu-
menical formation. A new generation of Christians is 
sometimes unaware of the way things were and how 
much things have changed in the decades since the 
founding of the WCC and since the Second Vatican 
Council. In this respect much is being done, but we 
advocate an effort to improve the coordination of such 
formation through a more effective sharing of informa-
tion and resources, and by providing greater opportu-
nities for participation in each other’s life.57

55. JWG, Fifth Report, IV, 4.
56. JWG Eighth Report, III, no. 3.
57. JWG, Eighth Report, V, no.2. Important achievements and 
future potentials of the JWG mandate which can constitute a 
wider framework to address the issue of ecumenical formation 
have been pointed out during the 40th anniversary consultation 
about the mandate of the JWG between the RCC and the RCC, held 
in November 2005 at Bossey, Switzerland.

135. This specific mandate has been ratified by the ninth 
assembly of the WCC in Porto Alegre in 2006. Both the 
General Secretary’s Report and the Policy Reference Committee 
Report explicitly emphasize the need for ecumenical forma-
tion, confirming the relevance of this issue in the contem-
porary scene.58 

B. Tracing the History of Ecumenical Formation in the JWG 
Context
136. The concern for cooperation in the field of forma-
tion has been an issue raised from the very beginning of 
the JWG.59 This concern later developed into a process 
of regular information dissemination and the sharing of 
documents and initiatives, joint consultations, and study 
projects within the parent bodies.60 The Fifth Report of the 
JWG in 1985 addressed extensively, as a priority, the need 
for a common concern about ecumenical formation. The 
report recognized its value as a complementary aspect of 
ecumenical dialogue and joint action, and sought to ensure 
that formation would have a renewed place in the life of 
the churches in both dialogue and action.61

137. In the following years, the JWG kept ecumenical 
formation on its agenda.62 It worked towards the realiza-
tion of important goals, such as the drafting of the 1998 
document Ecumenical Formation: Ecumenical Reflections 
and Suggestions,63 while remaining committed to encourag-
ing and supporting initiatives taken by the parent bodies 
on the issue. Some significant steps taken in the last 20 
years within the WCC are: the publication of the docu-
ment Alive Together (1989)64 and the International Con-
sultation on Ecumenical Formation (Oslo, 1996),65 both 
58. Cf. WCC, Official Report of the Ninth General Assembly: 
Official report, resolutions, “Statements and reports adopted by the 
Assembly. Programme Guidelines committee,”nos.14, 18-20, 26.
59. Cf. JWG, Common statement on the relationships between the 
WCC and the RCC, no.7; JWG, Second Report, 3.c). 
60. Cf. JWG, Future Joint Activities of the JWG, 1973, I, E.
61. “The JWG insists on the present urgency of the task of 
ecumenical formation. It stresses that the improved relations 
between still separated Christians are not enough. The scandal 
of Christian divisions and their deleterious effect on Christian 
witness continues to obscure the saving power of God’s grace.” 
JWG, Fifth Report, IV, 4. Cf. also III, B, no.5; IV, no.4.
62. Cf. JWG, Sixth Report, III, A, no.2; III, B, no.8; JWG, Seventh 
Report, III, C; V; JWG, Eight Report, III, no.3; V, no.2.
63. JWG, Seventh Report. Appendix D: Ecumenical formation; 
ecumenical reflection and suggestions, 1993.
64. Alive Together, Ecumenical Theological Education Programme 
of the World Council of Churches, 1989.
65. ETE/WCC, Towards a Viable Theological Education: 
Ecumenical imperative, catalyst of renewal, Oslo, Norway 1996. 
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sponsored by the Ecumenical Theological Education Pro-
gramme (ETE) of the WCC. Some significant steps taken 
in the last 20 years within the Roman Catholic Church 
are: the publication by the PCPCU of the most complete 
document on ecumenical formation and reception, Chap-
ters II and III of the new Directory for the Application of 
the Principles and Norms on Ecumenism, 1993,66 which 
was followed and integrated into a detailed document on 
contents and methods of ecumenical theological formation 
published in 1997.67 

138. In recent times, the programme on ETE has published 
the Magna Charta68 of ecumenical formation as well as the 
document 14 Reasons for Global Theological Education,69 
while supporting and cooperating with other associations 
such as World Conference of Associations of Theological 
Institutions (WOCATI), and the Council of European 
Churches (CEC), and on the organization of regional con-
sultations.70 The Catholic Church has committed herself 
in a process of verification and evaluation of the level of 
ecumenical formation in Catholic institutions and of the 
way that the guidelines given in the Directory have been 
put into practice. 

C. Articulating Ecumenical Formation
1. General Principles
140. Ecumenical formation implies first and foremost a 
life-long learning process for all members of the church. 
Ecumenical formation implies moving towards God, 
in the sense that it has to be understood primarily as an 
expression of the spiritual dimension of the ecumenical 
imperative: Christian spirituality “readies Christians and 
their churches to respond to God’s initiatives—to what 
the Triune God is doing in and through us according to 
the gospel. It involves discerning God’s activity in people, 
in churches, in the world. Theology and spirituality are 

(1997) J. Pobee, ed. WCC Publications, Geneva.
66. PCPCU, Directory for the Applications of Principles and Norms 
on Ecumenism, 1993, Chapter III.
67. PCPCU, The Ecumenical Dimension in the Formation of those 
Engaged in Pastoral Work, 1995.
68. ETE/WCC, Magna Charta on Ecumenical Theological 
Education in the 21st century. ETE/WCC—Reference document for 
use in Associations of Theological Schools and Colleges, WOCATI and 
in the Edinburgh 2010 Process, 2008.
69. ETE/WCC, 14 Reasons for Global Solidarity in Ecumenical 
Theological Education: communication initiative for the WCC 
programme on ETE. 
70. ETE/WCC—CEC, International Seminar on the Future of 
Ecumenical Theological Education in Eastern and Central Europe, 
Sambada de Sus, Romania, 2008. (2009) V. Ionita—D. Werner, 
eds. CEC—WCC, Geneva.

inextricably intertwined because both deal with God and 
God’s relationship with humanity through Jesus Christ in 
the Holy Spirit.”71

141. In this perspective ecumenical formation is a process 
which includes: (1) discerning and enjoying the riches of 
God’s gifts to his people by learning the standpoints, doc-
trines and praxis of the different Christian traditions; (2) 
turning to Him in repentance and hope by acknowledging 
the need for conversion and welcoming in our hearts and 
minds our brothers and sisters in Christ; (3) deepening the 
sense of Christian identity and the baptismal vocation by 
discovering convergences among the various confessions; 
and (4) living out the mission of the Church as witness of 
His love and care for human beings by fostering a common 
reflection and working on common projects.

142. In the perspective of the process of reception, the 
following five aspects of theological reflection and church 
action seem to be particularly relevant and, therefore, need 
to be emphasized in ecumenical formation: (1) the call to 
receive the mandate of our Lord Jesus Christ to be one 
and therefore to orient our lives as Christians in the will to 
strive for full visible unity in the one apostolic faith among 
those who are called by His name. The whole ecumeni-
cal movement, in fact, is a movement of reception as it 
aims at fulfilling the ecumenical imperative received from 
Christ, the gift of unity received from the Father, and the 
living out of the variety of charisms received from the Holy 
Spirit. (2) a renewed reflection on the Church and a com-
mon understanding of the Church, its nature, mission and 
witness to the world, as the churches seek to receive one 
another, to receive the koinonia they share, and therefore 
to receive ecumenical events, dialogues, documents and 
efforts as part of the process of receiving one another in the 
name of Christ; (3) the process of dispelling prejudices and 
stereotypes so to be able to receive others in the spirit of the 
“exchange of gifts”.72 (4) an opportunity to be engaged in 
the process of the healing and reconciliation of memories 
among Christians; to reflect upon what has been achieved 
in decades of ecumenical theological dialogue; and what 
have been and are the chances of joint effort for a more 
authentic Christian witness to the world; and (5) a chance 
for a mutual appreciation of structures and programmes 
offered by various confessional traditions to foster ecumen-
ical formation.

143. These principles have universal application, but it 
is particularly within the context of university education, 
and especially in seminary education, that ecumenical 

71. JWG, Spiritual Roots of Ecumenism, par 9.
72. John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, no. 28.
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formation should be addressed in two ways: (1) a specific 
course on ecumenism with a detailed curriculum; and (2) 
the articulation of the ecumenical dimension in each field 
of theology. Both are part of ecumenical formation, so that 
ecumenism is not seen as an isolated specialty, but exists as 
a living component in all theological discourse. Ecumeni-
cal formation must be an essential element for candidates 
for ordained ministry.

2. Programmes and Guidelines
144. In the last decade both the Catholic Church and 
the WCC, building on past efforts, have developed pro-
grammes and projects to promote ecumenical formation 
and facilitate reception of ecumenical goals and achieve-
ments, needs and priorities.

145. The WCC Programme on Education and Ecumeni-
cal Formation is well articulated and structured. It includes 
three elements: the Ecumenical Institute in Bossey (Geneva, 
Switzerland), which offers courses and programmes in the-
ology and ecumenism for future church leaders, pastors 
and theologians at graduate and postgraduate levels; the 
ecumenical lay formation and faith nurture project, which 
is aimed at creating networks to engage faith formation 
practitioners in a fruitful exchange of ideas and initiatives; 
and the ecumenical theological education project, which 
targets ecumenical and theological educators to share prin-
ciples and contents concerning ecumenical formation and 
to create concrete possibilities dealing with ecumenical 
theological education.

146. The PCPCU’s Directory for the Application of Princi-
ples and Norms of Ecumenism (1993) reflects on the urgency 
of providing ways and methods of growth in ecumenical 
formation, by creating a network of ecumenical concern 
as well as by setting rules of ecumenical formation.73 The 
Directory presents ecumenical formation as a concern for 
all the faithful in whatever status or situation they may be, 
and therefore develops a map of structures at the service 
of Christian unity which include every level of church 
life (parishes, dioceses, lay groups and associations, reli-
gious and secular orders, episcopal conferences and syn-
ods and councils of Eastern churches, families, schools, 
mass-media, educational agencies) whose aim is to sen-
sitize to ecumenism and dialogue according to their spe-
cific mandates and tasks. All the pastoral and catechetical 

73 . The Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana had already 
introduced ecumenical formation as an obligatory subject in the 
theological curriculum in 1979.

tools (preaching, Bible studies, catechism, mission) should 
become an instrument of ecumenical learning.74

147. The Joint Working Group, together with the parent 
bodies, rejoices in the mutual appreciation and in the grow-
ing cooperation in the field of formation among churches 
in the past decades. In many parts of the world churches 
cooperate in the field of ecumenical formation through 
joint projects, academic institutions and research centres. 
Inviting scholars and theologians of different Christian tra-
ditions, for example, to lecture and to teach in intercon-
fessional settings is almost a consolidated praxis in some 
contexts, as well as a growing reality in others. Moreover, 
students are often encouraged to engage themselves in a 
formation programme which includes interconfessional 
exposure (either in selecting the topics for doctoral disser-
tations or in attending one or two semesters in an institu-
tion of a different confession). 

D. Learning Points and Recommendations 
1. Learning Points

•   Ecumenical formation is an essential key to ensuring the 
continuity and forward movement of the ecumenical 
quest. Every generation needs to be reminded of what 
already has been received in the ecumenical process. 

•   Ecumenical formation is an integrated process which 
includes affective, spiritual and intellectual dimensions.

•   Ecumenical formation is not the preserve of any par-
ticular section of the church, but the opportunity must 
consciously be given for all to participate. The fullness of 
koinonia only can be assured by giving the whole people 
of God the opportunity for ecumenical formation.

•   Since episcopé involves being an instrument for the koi-
nonia of the whole people of God, it necessarily includes 
care and responsibility for fostering the unity of Chris-
tians, and therefore for the ecumenical formation of the 
people of God.

•   Ecumenical studies not only are a distinct discipline, but 
also is an all pervading orientation. Forming people ecu-
menically involves an outlook and methodology which 
should influence all aspects of theological reflection and 
action.

74. Cf. PCPCU, Directory for the Application, II and III.
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2. Recommendations 
In order to ensure that ecumenical formation becomes an 
integral part of the life of the churches, the JWG recom-
mends that the PCPCU and the WCC:
foster further joint reflection on ecumenical formation, 
even exploring a possible follow-up to the 1993 JWG doc-
ument on the same topic;

•   promote the integral dimension of ecumenical forma-
tion as a spiritual as well as an intellectual process, high-
lighting particularly the spiritual roots of ecumenism as 
a fundamental dimension of it; 

•   continue to enourage cooperation with various ecumeni-
cal regional/international and confessional/intercon-
fessional bodies, thus sharing the variety of styles and 
methods they use. A concrete goal could be the realiza-
tion of a common curriculum for ecumenical formation. 

•   support the sharing and, wherever possible, the publi-
cation and use of common texts, and the realization of 
formative initiatives of common witness. The formation 
of young people has to be strongly encouraged both by 
developing ecumenically oriented projects already exist-
ing, and by creating new ecumenical formative initia-
tives targeting young people.

•   encourage and facilitate interaction between the various 
experiences of formation on the local level, and connect 
them to the ecumenical and ecclesial bodies dealing with 
ecumenical formation. 

VI Conclusion

An appeal to the churches
148. During this ninth period of the Joint Working Group 
between the Catholic Church and the World Council of 
Churches, the JWG has had the opportunity to study the 
notion of ecumenical reception during the last seven years. 
This study has given the JWG an opportunity to review 
some of the major achievements of the modern ecumenical 
movement in the century since the 1910 World Missionary 
Conference in Edinburgh, Scotland. It has helped us to rec-
ognize that in arriving at these achievements, the churches 
had been able to receive insights resulting from ecumenical 
dialogue and to implement them. But more deeply than 
this, it is clear that by engaging in dialogue and by increas-
ing contacts with one another in many ways, Christian 
communions long separated have begun to receive one 
another as brothers and sisters in Christ, and to receive 

from one another. Getting beyond historic divisions of the 
past, Christians have begun to shape a new future in which 
they are better able to witness together before the world to 
the healing message of the Gospel, free from some of the 
conflicts, misunderstandings and prejudices of the past.
149. Thus, the JWG appeals to the PCPCU and the WCC 
to challenge the churches to call each other: 

•   to renew their commitment to serve in the quest for 
Christian unity, and to intensify ecumenical engagement 
at all levels;

•   to appreciate with gratitude the considerable ecumenical 
advances that have taken place over the last century, and 
to build on these with new energy; 

•   to ensure that the fruits of ecumenical dialogue and co-
operation are well-known and accessible, supported by 
study guides and carrying their approbation;

•   to take every opportunity to promote unity and to make 
use of the reports of dialogues, which convey new per-
spectives on disputed questions and new insights about 
other churches;

•   to experience and understand the Christian life and wor-
ship of other traditions, and in turn, as much as possible, 
to offer hospitality to other Christians in their own life; 

•   to endorse the message of the Eighth Forum on Bilateral 
Dialogue, which occurred in 2008 during the present 
mandate of this JWG. It said: “We believe that it would 
be profitable to keep in mind right from the beginning of 
any phase of dialogue the reception of its results. As each 
dialogue is in some way a ‘learning process,’ each needs 
to consider how this learning process may be shared with 
the wider membership of the two communities involved. 
Only an abiding commitment to the ecclesial reception 
of ecumenical texts can allow these statements of conver-
gence or consensus to have a reconciling and transform-
ing effect in the life of our churches.”75

150. In this light the JWG makes this appeal to the 
PCPCU and the WCC, based on the conviction that the 
movement toward Christian unity is a response to the will 
of Christ and to his prayer for the unity of his disciples. It 
is rooted in the conviction that unity and mission go hand 
in hand. Christ prayed for the unity of his disciples “so that 
the world may believe” (John 17:21).

75. “The Breklum Statement” of the Ninth Forum on Bilateral 
Dialogue, Recommendation2, http://www.oikoumene.org .
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59. The Ecumenical Movement in Theological 
Education and in the Life of Orthodox 
Churches

World Council of Churches, International 
Inter-Orthodox Consultation Sibiu, 
Romania, 9-12 November 2010 

In a joint initiative between WCC General Secretariat, ETE 
and CEC a major initiative was started to review the role and 
presence of ecumenical themes and the ecumenical movement 
as a whole in Orthodox theological education and in the life of 
Orthodox Churches. The following declaration was produced 
by the consultation on this theme in Sibiu in 2010 which was 
held with the goal to consider how the Orthodox Churches and 
theological schools have been involved in the modern ecumeni-
cal movement from its very beginning, and what steps forward 
they might take today.

Study Questions

1.   What have been achievements of Orthodox Churches and 
Orthodox theological education with regard to the partici-
pation in the ecumenical movement so far according to the 
paper? 

2.   In the light of the fact that there is as yet no unanimous 
Orthodox theological understanding of how to relate to 
other Christians and other faiths how does the paper views 
the role of Orthodox theological faculties and seminaries as 
academic labouratories?

3.   What are the background and the implications for the 
recommendation to develop appropriate, fair-minded, 
non-polemical Orthodox resources and methodologies for 
teaching about other Christian churches, other religions 
and the ecumenical movement? 

Communique

…Love should be rekindled and strengthened among 
the churches, so that they should no more consider one 
another as strangers and foreigners, but as relatives, and 
as being a part of the household of Christ and “fellow 
heirs, members of the same body and partakers of the 
promise of God in Christ” (Eph.3:6).

Encyclical of the Ecumenical Patriarchate (1920):
“To the Churches of Christ Everywhere”

At the initiative of the of the World Council of 
Churches, with the blessing of H.B. Patriarch Daniel of 
Romania and the gracious hospitality of H.E. Metropoli-
tan Prof. Dr Laurentiu of Ardeal, with the collabouration 
of the Orthodox Theological Faculty “Andrei Saguna” of 
Sibiu and with H.E. Metropolitan Prof. Dr Gennadios of 
Sassima (Ecumenical Patriarchate) serving as moderator, 
representatives from various Eastern Orthodox Churches 
(Ecumenical Patriarchate, Patriarchate of Alexandria, Patri-
archate of Antioch, Moscow Patriarchate, Patriarchate of 
Romania, Patriarchate of Bulgaria, Church of Cyprus, 
Church of Greece, Church of Poland, Church of Alba-
nia and the Orthodox Church in America), from Orien-
tal Orthodox Churches (Syrian Orthodox Patriarchate of 
Antioch and All the East, Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo 
Church), from the Conference of European Churches 
(CEC) and theological institutions met in Sibiu to reflect 
on and make proposals concerning “The Ecumenical 
Movement in Theological Education and in the Life of 
Orthodox Churches.”

The main purpose of the meeting was to consider how 
the Orthodox Churches and theological schools have been 
involved in the modern ecumenical movement from its 
very beginning, and what steps forward they might take 
today. 

Indeed theological institutions through their profes-
sors, educators and graduate, have played a crucial role for 
the Orthodox participation in the ecumenical movement, 
and they have contributed significantly in:

a)   developing an ecumenical ethos within the Orthodox 
Churches, by participating in ecumenical gatherings as 
representatives of their Churches;

b)   articulating an Orthodox theological discourse respond-
ing to the major issues and challenges included in the 
ecumenical agenda;

c)   assessing the developments within the ecumenical 
movement and keeping their Churches, their colleagues 
and their students regularly informed; and

d)   teaching ecumenical studies in educational institutions 
at different levels. 

Theological educators are entrusted by the Churches 
with the ecumenical-theological formation of the next 
generations of clergy, church leaders and experienced staff 
involved in ecumenical work. The future involvement of 
Orthodox Churches in the ecumenical movement largely 
depends on the methods, levels and—most crucially—
inspiration that theological education will equip future 
generations.
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Thirty hierarchs, priests, university professors, and lay 
men and women, gathered at the Orthodox Theological 
Faculty “Andrei Saguna” in Sibiu, Romania, 9-12 Novem-
ber 2010 to address this topic.

Conference Proceedings 

The Consultation opened in the Chapel of the Orthodox 
Theological Faculty “Andrei Saguna” with a Te Deum ser-
vice celebrated by H.E. Metropolitan Laurentiu and with 
the participation of all members, including the professors 
and the students of the faculty. Metropolitan Laurentiu 
then welcomed the Consultation very warmly. He under-
lined the important role played by the historical Theologi-
cal School with its predominant academic and spiritual 
personalities and teachers of ecumenical theology such as 
the late Metropolitan Nicolae Bălan, the late Metropolitan 
Antonie, Fr. Dumitru Stăniloae, Fr. Ioan Bria, all of blessed 
memory, and many others. He spoke as well about the fac-
ulty’s contribution to ecumenical theology and learning 
over many decades. 

Metropolitan Gennadios conveyed the paternal wishes 
and patriarchal blessings of His All Holiness the Ecumeni-
cal Patriarch Bartholomew and wholeheartedly thanked 
Metropolitan Laurentiu for his generous hospitality. He 
greeted the participants and expressed the hope that this 
encounter would become another occasion to further 
strengthen the existing fraternal links between the Ortho-
dox Churches and that it would enable them to act and 
speak in a coordinated way as they reflect on the issue 
of ecumenical education and the deeper participation of 
the Orthodox Churches in the ecumenical movement. In 
addition, he mentioned that we are gathered in a historical 
place, Sibiu, which three years ago as one of the cultural 
capitals of Europe—a crossroad of cultures and history, a 
bridge between East and West—had the great privilege to 
host the Third European Ecumenical Assembly in 2007. 
The Metropolitanate of Ardeal has a long history of host-
ing ecumenical gatherings and meetings due to the fact 
that it has always been open to promoting and facilitat-
ing dialogue among the Christian Churches. Metropolitan 
Gennadios concluded by pointing out that regardless of 
the unresolved difficulties the Churches face in ecumenical 
dialogue concerning issues of an ecclesiological, theological 
and moral nature, they should deliver a clear common wit-
ness to the world and to secularized society. This could be 
done on the basis of the common denominator that is faith 
in the Triune God and in the saving action of our Lord 
Jesus Christ. In this way Churches could become agents for 
renewal and co-builders for the construction of society in 
whatever part of the world God has placed them. 

Along with the discussion and various presentations, 
the programme included prayer and visits to the famous 
museums of traditional glass icons. 

The conference opened with presentations by Mr. 
George Lemopoulos (Deputy General Secretary, WCC) 
on “Orthodox Participation in the Ecumenical Move-
ment: Some Questions to Theological Education for Today 
and Tomorrow,” Very Rev. Prof. Dr Viorel Ionita (Interim 
General Secretary of CEC) on “The Graz Process and the 
Implications for Orthodox Theological Institutions,” Rev. 
Dr Dietrich Werner (Ecumenical Theological Educa-
tion coordinator, WCC) on “Ecumenical Perspectives in 
Theological Education in Orthodox Contexts,” and Rev. 
Dr. K.M. George on “Theological Education in the Orien-
tal Orthodox Tradition and the Ecumenical Movement,“ 
(presented in his absence). 

On the last day in the main Hall of the Theological 
Faculty two keynote addresses were presented by H.E. Met-
ropolitan Prof. Dr Gennadios of Sassima “The Ecumenical 
Movement in the Life of the Orthodox Churches” and Very 
Rev. Dr John Jillions (Orthodox Church in America), “The 
Future of Orthodox Theological Engagement: Traditionalist, 
Mainstream or Prophetic?”, with the participation of pro-
fessors of theological faculties teaching ecumenical stud-
ies from all over Romania. The session raised challenging 
questions for discussion and further reflection.

Input from Participants

The Consultation invited participants to present a reflec-
tion on the following questions: 

1.   how are ecumenical studies taught in different Orthodox 
churches? There are different ways of teaching ecumeni-
cal studies in Orthodox theological institutions. In 
some countries, ecumenical studies are taught as an 
independent discipline, while elsewhere they are com-
bined with other theological disciplines (e.g. Dogmatic, 
Missiology) or are included as part of Church history.

The conference also explored different teaching mod-
els in order to learn from each other, but also suggested the 
development of a common model for teaching ecumenical 
studies.

Each church is the arena where the results of the ecu-
menical movement are shared, thought about and debated. 
The Consultation considered how participation of the 
Orthodox Churches in the ecumenical movement is pre-
sented at the different levels of the Church. This includes 
how it appears in the church press and other publica-
tions, and how the ecumenical commitment of Orthodox 
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churches is determined by their contextual reality and 
“local ecumenical involvement”.

2.   the future of ecumenical studies and ecumenical engage-
ment in Orthodox Churches. There has been an Ortho-
dox involvement in the modern ecumenical movement 
for approximately one century. This involvement pro-
vides a certain ecumenical experience that helps us to 
look to the future. At the same time, there are new and 
burning challenges facing the Orthodox churches as 
well as the ecumenical movement. 

Participants presented the position and experience of 
their church in responding to these questions, and this was 
followed by discussion.

Observations and Suggestions

Inter-Christian and interfaith issues are at the heart of a 
lively debate within the Orthodox Churches and touch 
many aspects not only of theological education, but of 
global, national, communal, familial and parish life. 
While these debates can become polarized, they also reveal 
a healthy tension between faithfulness to what has been 
received from Holy Tradition in the past and discerning 
where the Holy Spirit may be leading the Churches in the 
present and future. However, while the reports and discus-
sions demonstrated a number of positive developments in 
the Orthodox Churches and theological schools concern-
ing relations with other Christians and other faiths, there 
remain serious gaps to address. 

1.   There is a broad official agreement among the Orthodox 
Churches concerning the general direction of Ortho-
dox ecumenical engagement. However, at many levels 
of church life there is a wide diversity of opinion among 
the Orthodox concerning inter-Christian and interfaith 
issues. This demonstrates that there is as yet no unani-
mous Orthodox theological understanding of how to 
relate to other Christians and other faiths. Orthodox 
Churches should use their theological faculties and 
seminaries as academic labouratories to generate discus-
sion on acute issues debated in ecumenical circles. An 
attempt should be made to engage all Orthodox voices 
in this, especially those who may be most opposed to 
dialogue. Synergy between church leadership and theo-
logical schools is necessary for the meaningful and cred-
ible witness of our churches in society today. 

2.   Adopting a self-critical approach to its own ecclesial 
life, in a spirit of humility, is essential for authentic 

Orthodox dialogue and engagement with other Chris-
tians and the faithful of other religions.

3.   The Orthodox Churches have profoundly benefitted 
from the ecumenical movement. It has allowed them 
to overcome possible temptations to isolation, to meet 
other Christians and each other and to strengthen fra-
ternal relations, to be introduced to the living thought 
of other Christians, to explore their own Orthodox 
mind and voice, to engage in reflection on major global 
events and social changes, to follow developments in 
Christian missions worldwide, and to engage in com-
mon work for the material and moral betterment of 
humanity as a whole.

4.   In order to improve the level of inter-Christian and 
interfaith studies in Orthodox theological schools, to 
promote understanding and eradicate prejudice, the 
general level of theological studies must be raised. It 
is through an objective academic approach and criti-
cal analysis that the aims of the ecumenical movement 
can be better understood and received by Orthodox 
students of theology. High-level Orthodox theological 
education was emphasized as testimony to the catholic-
ity of Orthodoxy and a corrective to sectarianism. 

5.   It was agreed that the study of other Christian churches, 
other faiths and the ecumenical movement only in the 
framework of comparative or even polemical apologet-
ics, although still widely practiced, is insufficient for an 
academically balanced understanding. 

6.   There is a clear need to develop appropriate, fair-
minded, non-polemical Orthodox resources and meth-
odologies for teaching about other Christian churches, 
other religions and the ecumenical movement. 

7.   Orthodox theological schools should seek out faculty 
members from the theological schools of other Chris-
tian churches and other religions to present their own 
perspective on their faith and to interact, dialogue, dis-
cuss and debate with Orthodox students and faculty. 
Visits of Orthodox theological students to the places of 
worship and theological schools of other churches and 
faiths should be encouraged. 

8.   Careful analysis of the particular inter-Christian and 
interfaith issues facing Orthodox Churches in specific 
contexts will mean that the exact shape of ecumenical 
education will differ from place to place. Even within 
a single Orthodox Church there can be vastly differing 
needs in this regard. 

9.   The importance of including theological students as 
future pastors and teachers of the church in the process 
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of ecumenical theological reflection, education and 
exposure was underlined.

10.   It is necessary to prepare an essay book about the his-
tory of the ecumenical movement from the Orthodox 
point of view to be introduced as a part of the teaching 
curriculum in our theological schools and seminaries.

11.   The activities of the WCC, regional ecumenical orga-
nizations, national councils of churches and bilateral 
dialogues must be publicized more thoroughly in local 
church publications, TV and radio stations, websites 
etc.

12.   Conferences and seminars about inter-Christian and 
interfaith dialogue should continue to be organized 
on national, local, regional and continental levels 
with attention paid to more effective communication 
about these meetings to the clergy and faithful of the 
churches. 

13.   Initiatives are needed for the training of Orthodox 
teachers, clergy and laity to be involved competently 
and with dedication in inter-Christian and interfaith 
conversation and activities on behalf of the local 
Orthodox Churches.

14.   Theological institutions should be encouraged to sup-
port events on a local and parish level that engage as 
many people as possible in the Week of Prayer for 
Christian Unity and other inter-Christian and inter-
faith initiatives, including visits to other places of 
worship. They should also encourage initiatives in 
organizing common Christian and interfaith minis-
tries addressing social problems and protecting human 
rights and democracy. 

15.   More opportunities should be created for Orthodox 
from as many local Churches as possible to serve in 
staff positions in ecumenical organizations. 

16.   The ground-breaking 1920 encyclical of the Ecu-
menical Patriarchate, “Unto the Churches of Christ 
Everywhere” made special mention of the role that 
theological schools could play in promoting greater 
mutual understanding: 

•   by relationships between the theological schools and 
the professors of theology; by the exchange of theo-
logical and ecclesiastical reviews, and of other works 
published in each church.

•   by exchanging students for further training among 
the seminaries of the different churches.

        This encyclical was produced in collabouration with the 
faculty of the Patriarchal Theological School at Halki. 
The consultation expressed the hope that Halki would 
soon be re-opened so that it could be allowed to once 
again make a contribution to efforts of inter-Christian 
and interfaith collabouration and reconciliation.

17.   The Consultation strongly recommends that the WCC 
in collabouration with Holy Cross Greek Orthodox 
School of Theology (Boston, USA) coordinate a meet-
ing in the near future to bring together representatives 
of all Orthodox theological faculties and schools and 
seminaries of theology to continue to make progress 
on collabouratively addressing these issues of ecumen-
ical education. 
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61. The Church in the Life of Youth and Youth 
in the Life of the Church

Joint Working Group Between the Roman 
Catholic Church And the World Council of 
Churches (JWG), Ninth Report 2007-2012, 
“Receiving one another in the name of 
Christ”, Geneva, Rome 2012, page 100-109 

The Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church 
and the World Council of Churches (JWG) had published its 
Ninth Activity Report for the period 2007-2012 including a 
major study document on the life of Youth and Youth in the 
life of the Church. It was the intention in this work to reflect 
more deeply about the reality of young people as part of the 
body of Christ, the Church. The approach used has been to 
seek to understand more fully how youth respond to the call of 
Christ and how youth belong, or discover the need to belong, 
to the church family.

Study Questions

1.   Why is the Joint Working Group reflecting on youth and 
how does the document view the role of the youth within 
the church?

2.   What is the paper suggesting in terms of addressing the 
increasing uneasiness, isolation, and indeed frustration 
with the church that is sometimes expressed by young people?

3.   What are strategic suggestions made to encourage and 
facilitate the development of more ecumenical awareness 
of youth within WCC and its member churches as well as 
within the Roman Catholic Church?

I. Belonging to the Church 

Let no one despise your youth, but set the believers an 
example in speech and conduct, in love, in faith, in purity. 
(1 Tim. 4:12) 

1.   Inspired by the words of the Apostle Paul to the young 
Timothy, the JWG recognizes that the Church is called 
to play an essential role in the life of young people, 
while the role and contribution of youth in the life of 
the Church must also be recognized and encouraged as 
an essential part of our Christian identity. Young people 

are one of the most dynamic sections of any society, 
and are at a fascinating stage of life. It is also a stage 
when nurtured development, guidance and formation 
are important, and even necessary. It is essential, as an 
integral part of the mission of the Church, to find suit-
able and creative ways to lead young people to Jesus 
Christ, the only One who has words of eternal life (cf. 
John 6:68).

2.   The JWG agrees with Pope John Paul II when he 
affirmed: 

What is needed today is a church which knows how 
to respond to the expectations of young people. Jesus 
wants to enter into dialogue with them and, through 
his body, which is the Church, to propose the possibil-
ity of a choice, which will require a commitment of 
their lives. As Jesus with the disciples of Emmaus, so 
the Church must become the traveling companion of 
young people. (Pope John Paul II, World Youth Day 
1995, Philippines) 

3.   We also understand that youth are fully part of the body 
of Christ, the Church, and have a significant role to 
play in today’s world: 

We need the vision and the courage of young people 
for the necessary changes. We see how young people 
lead processes of democratization and peace in many 
countries today. The young people of today are wit-
nesses and agents for peace even when they become 
victims of violence and terror like in Norway this sum-
mer. We have to acknowledge that we have not always 
been good at honouring and fostering the contribu-
tions young people can make in our religious commu-
nities. We elders standing here need to work together 
for peace between generations and to give young peo-
ple throughout the world real hope for the future. (Rev. 
Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, WCC General Secretary, Day of 
Reflection, Dialogue and Prayer for Peace and Justice 
in the World, 27 October 2011, Assisi). 

4.   All the churches are faced with the same reality: if 
young people are absent, the vitality of the Church is at 
stake. Yet our churches face vastly different experiences 
in youth participation, from parts of the developed 
world, where young people have often become disasso-
ciated from the life of the institutional church, to other 
regions where young people form an increasingly large 
part of the church family. Indeed, young people com-
prise a significant presence in the contemporary church, 
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and globally are one of the largest demographic groups 
among Christians.

 
5.   Accordingly, we wish to stimulate discussion on how 

the Church can configure its life to appeal to young 
people, and to ensure that there are opportunities for 
them to experience and understand the richness of the 
Christian faith. While it is frequently (and correctly) 
said that young people are the church of tomorrow, we 
also wish to affirm and reflect upon their place and role 
in today’s church.

II. Who are the Youth?

6.   For statistical purposes, the United Nations defines 
“youth” as individuals between the ages of 15 and 24. 
Young people, according to this definition, currently 
number 1.2 billion, accounting for approximately 18 
per cent of the global population,1 a substantial demo-
graphic group. Such an age range, however, covers a 
period of enormous growth in physical development 
and maturity, and it is helpful to distinguish between 
teenagers (13-19) and young adults (20-24), since the 
sociological, psychological and physical contexts that 
they face differ substantially. For many churches, how-
ever, those regarded as youth cannot be determined by 
a uniform reference to their age, but rather by their 
dynamic contribution in particular cultural contexts. 
What constitutes youth in one culture may be sig-
nificantly different in another. Most youth ministries 
across different churches worldwide therefore also dif-
fer, although it is common to cater to youth in general 
across the ages of 18-35 years.

III. The Reality Facing Young People Today

“...test everything; hold fast to what is good;”  
(1 Thess. 5:21)

7.   All would agree that the contemporary world presents 
many challenges to young people. The JWG wishes to 
suggest, however, that these very challenges also can be 
seen as opportunities to relate to youth, and to speak 
to them of the value and advantages of a life of faith in 
fidelity to Christ. 

8.   The first challenge is the pressure of an increasingly 
global society, which places high expectations on young 
people, which demands high levels of skill, efficiency 

1. http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr10/
Brief%20demographic.pdf .

and competitiveness, and in which education is fun-
damental. The pressure towards academic achievement 
that is linked to employment prospects has become a 
serious concern for many young people, while many 
others are struggling even to have access to education—
a struggle made more difficult by poverty, political 
instability, violence and conflict. 

9.   Second, the very diversity of human culture, with its 
global accessibility, brings along with it the risk of feed-
ing an individualistic approach to life. This may be 
aggravated by a lack of appropriate role models and 
sources of authority, and even an abundance of negative 
examples. The family is not always able to provide the 
appropriate support and guidance which are so essential 
to young people in their discernment as they mature. 

10.   The JWG invites the churches to be aware of the 
consequences of these pressures, and the inevitable 
frustrations to which they can give rise. As youth are 
influenced by patterns of living that challenge older 
generations, youth also fear that their voice is not val-
ued or is not being heard.

11.   Another reality that must be acknowledged is the social 
context affecting contemporary youth. It is important 
to take serious note of the proliferation of informa-
tion and communication technologies that have had 
a considerable impact on the lives of young people. 
These technologies especially have affected their inter-
ests, priorities, passions and lifestyles. For example, 
new social networking technologies have changed the 
perspective and understanding of young persons on 
many issues, but especially with respect to human rela-
tionships, even to the extent that personal and direct 
relationships are at times replaced by virtual contacts. 

12.   Nevertheless, the JWG invites the churches to reflect 
on positive opportunities provided by these new tech-
nologies. If given the opportunity, young people often 
exhibit great interest in contributing to society and 
to the life of the Church. With their vast knowledge 
of information technologies, they have the means to 
harness the potential inherent in those media. Many 
young people have developed remarkable, creative 
communication skills, enabling them to link up, net-
work and collabourate. This means that there is an 
impressive sense of global solidarity among young peo-
ple today, and a passion for empowering themselves to 
mobilize into action. Youth is dynamic; its preference 
is for participatory and action-oriented programmes 
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and events. They aspire to put their acquired learning 
and training into practice, especially at the service of 
the poor and voiceless. 

13.   Moreover, the contemporary world encourages young 
people to develop a sense of independent action. 
Young people dare to make decisions on their own, 
they yearn to get the most out of life, and they are 
open to new experiences. Importantly—and surpris-
ingly for some observers—a great number of young 
people continue to search for personal spiritual experi-
ences. They have a deep longing for a personal rela-
tionship with God. The JWG challenges the churches 
to ask whether they truly give young people an oppor-
tunity to cultivate their relationship with God and 
personal spiritual development, as well as community 
experience and involvement.

IV. Youth in the Life of the Church and Church in the 
Life of Youth 

“...so we, who are many, are one body in Christ...” 
(1Cor.12: 5a)

14.   The JWG suggest that the challenges outlined above 
also have an impact on the way that youth participate 
in the Church. 

Their heightened influence in society demands of 
them [young people] a proportionately active apos-
tolate. Happily, their natural qualities fit them for 
this activity. As they become more conscious of their 
own personality, they are impelled by a zest for life 
and abounding energies to assume their own respon-
sibility, and they yearn to play their part in social and 
cultural life. If this zeal is imbued with the spirit of 
Christ and is inspired by obedience to and love for the 
shepherds of the Church, it can be expected to be very 
fruitful. They themselves ought to become the prime 
and direct apostles of youth, exercising the apostolate 
among themselves and through themselves and reck-
oning with the social environment in which they live. 
(Second Vatican Council, Decree on the Apostolate of 
the Laity, N-B 12)

15.   A number of young people continue to engage in the 
life of the church through worship and liturgy, paro-
chial/congregational activity, and participation in vari-
ous youth organizations and movements. Many others, 
however, remain passive or cease to involve themselves 
in any church-related activities. Both groups can feel 

that the church lives in a culture that is unresponsive 
to their aspirations and modes of expression. This can 
lead to an uneasiness and sense of distance from the 
life of the Church.

16.   We should neither ignore nor avoid addressing this 
increasing uneasiness, isolation, and indeed frustration 
with the church that is sometimes expressed by young 
people. The church may seem irrelevant to them and 
may appear unable to inspire trust. The churches 
sometimes fail to demonstrate how young people can 
play a tangible role in their lives—a role that young 
people expect to be offered if they are invited to partic-
ipate. One of the most important issues for churches 
to reflect on is how to avoid the perception that the 
contribution of young people is undervalued. For 
many young people, the difficult realities of the world 
in which they live—where injustice, conflict, unem-
ployment and so many other issues seem to prevail—
challenge their belonging to the church. If the Church 
is seen as a catalyst for change, a hope for justice and 
peace expressed in the good news of God’s kingdom, 
then such realities can be considered an opportunity to 
strengthen the faith of young people. 

17.   Thus, we invite the churches to seek to understand and 
respond to the complex reality experienced by youth, 
to be open to their needs and expectations as a key for 
developing, maintaining and nurturing their belong-
ing to the Church. We also invite the churches to give 
young people the opportunity to identify substantial 
contributions, roles and responsibilities within the 
church that will enable them to gain confidence and 
to feel trusted.

18.   In creating these opportunities, the churches must 
bear in mind the dynamic of the Church as described 
by the Apostle Paul, who points to the importance of 
every member in it. “For as in one body we have many 
members, and not all the members have the same 
function, so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, 
and individually we are members one of another. We 
have gifts that differ according to the grace given to 
us:” (Rom. 12:4-6a). While young persons in the 
church have their own particular and important func-
tion, they must also be helped to recognize that other 
members also have their own contributions to make. 
Undoubtedly, “we do not want to create for the youth 
a special separate division in the church, since they are 
part of the one family of the church” (His Beatitude 
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Patriarch Ignatius IV, 4th JWG Plenary Session, Said-
naya, Syria, October 2010). 

19.   It is helpful to acknowledge that, in the history of the 
church, there have been young people who have been 
good examples, and whose impact has been widely 
recognized for their outstanding contribution to the 
church. We think, for example, of Saint Francis of 
Assisi, who, we read,

was a young man when he surrendered his life to God. 
His passion for the goodness of creation and example 
of radical daring for peace show the significance of 
faith and the courage of young people. What Francis 
accomplished as a young man in his twenties is a salu-
tary reminder to us of the important role that young 
people need to and can play both in the faith commu-
nities and in wider society.2

20.   In the early church of the second century, Bishop Eleu-
therios was 22 years of age when he was martyred in 
Valona Illyria, today Albania. St. Therese of Lisieux, 
who was canonized by the Catholic Church and offi-
cially named as ‘Doctor of the Church’, was only 24 
years old when she died in 1897. These and others are 
models who demonstrate how the contributions of 
youth to the Church can be real and substantial. 

V. Youth and Christian Unity 

“…that they may all be one…” (John 17:21)

21.   In reflecting on the role of youth in promoting Chris-
tian unity, the JWG also invites the churches to 
develop new ways of engaging young people in the 
work of ecumenism. 

22.   As disciples of Christ themselves, youth share in the 
church’s mission. Young people have played a crucial 
role in shaping the development of the modern ecu-
menical movement, and they continue to play a role in 
the search for the unity willed by Christ for the church 
in the third millennium. 

23.   Among the earliest ecumenical institutions, the Young 
Men’s Christian Association (YMCA) and the Young 
Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) emerged in 
the mid- nineteenth century, and gathered young men 

2. Rev. Dr Olav Fykse Tveit, WCC General Secretary. October 27, 
2011. Day of Reflection, Dialogue and Prayer for Peace and Justice in 
the World. Assisi.

and women together across the lines of the divided 
churches. The World Student Christian Federation 
(WSCF), founded in 1895, and the local Student 
Christian Movement (SCM) similarly gathered uni-
versity students together. For generations, these orga-
nizations provided the training ground for future 
ecumenical leadership. Under the leadership of John 
Mott, one of the early pioneers of ecumenism, the 
WSCF and the English SCM were pivotal in shaping 
the direction of the 1910 Edinburgh missionary con-
ference into something more ecclesial in nature, which 
in turn ignited the modern ecumenical movement. 

24.   In recent years, the Ecumenical Global Gathering for 
Students and Youth in 1993 sought to continue the 
role of young people in promoting ecumenism. In 
early 2000, the Ecumenical Asia Students and Youth 
Network (EASY Net) was formed to strengthen the 
ecumenical network and initiatives in the region. 
On the occasion of the hundredth anniversary of the 
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, global Christian 
youth organizations were involved in common action 
with other Christian student and youth organizations 
at regional and local levels. The World Youth Days, 
started in 1985 with John Paul II’s invitation to Cath-
olic youth “to announce to everyone that only in the 
death and resurrection of Christ we can find salvation 
and redemption,” also recognizes the role of youth in 
promoting ecumenism.

25.   Today, undeniably, there is increasing interest in and 
desire to increase youth participation in the life of the 
Church and the ecumenical movement. Yet at the 
same time, there may be a growing sense of frustra-
tion about the way that churches engage with young 
people. Thus, we challenge churches to reflect on their 
perceptions of youth. The way that we understand 
youth involvement and engagement can reveal a gen-
erational gap. At times young people are even seen to 
be a problem, and they can feel ignored within their 
churches. At times, they perceive that they are treated 
with condescension, as an audience, as passive recipi-
ents, or as targets, rather than as potential partners. We 
invite the churches to respond to the call by Dr Sam-
uel Kobia, former WCC general secretary, to establish 
a positive perspective on youth:

The time has come, when we must not only open 
opportunities to young people for their ecumenical 
growth and leadership, but where we must learn from 
the innovative and dynamic models of ecumenical rela-
tionships that youth can teach us. As an ecumenical 
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and intergenerational family, we need to humble our-
selves and to listen to young people. It was with young 
people that the ecumenical movement was born. It 
is young people’s passion and insight today that will 
ensure the relevance and vitality of it. Without young 
people our ecumenical family is incomplete. At this 
time we need to nurture meaningful relationships 
and shared leadership between the generations. Young 
people need to know that they are important partners 
and that we are open to learning from their ecumenical 
experience. (The Rev. Dr Samuel Kobia, ninth WCC 
assembly, Porto Alegre, 2006)

26.   The WCC-ECHOS Commission on Youth was cre-
ated in 2007 to encourage young adults to become 
more active in the life of the churches and the ecumen-
ical movement. We call upon our member churches 
to consider how, in a similar way, their ecumenical 
engagement can offer young people the sense that 
their contribution is heard and valued, and that their 
ideas and enthusiasms are making a real difference in 
the work of Christian unity.

VI. Dialoguing with Youth

A. Resources for Youth: Exploring a New Methodology
27.   Bearing in mind that the topics of ecumenical recep-

tion and the spiritual roots of ecumenism have been 
the focus of the JWG’s ninth mandate, the study 
about youth has explored ways to seek a deep connec-
tion with these wider issues. Our aim has not been to 
compose a document solely about youth, but also to 
open a channel of communication with young people 
through specific resources that can be used in different 
places and churches. 

28.   As a starting point, the JWG prepared a six page doc-
ument titled Resources for Youth, to be tested among 
young people on a worldwide level.3 The growing 
awareness of decreasing youth participation in church 
life in the developed world was an important factor 
in developing the materials. Youth’s believing with-
out belonging is one of the biggest challenges for all 
churches. The intention of the document was not to 
carry out a theoretical analysis of the reasons behind 
this situation, but rather to encourage a dialogue with 
young people themselves. 

3. The resource is available on the website of the WCC:  
http://www.oikoumene.org

29.   The three areas explored by the Resources for Youth 
are: 1) believing (faith); 2) belonging to the Church 
(baptism); and 3) living one’s faith (discipleship). Each 
area was dealt with from three different perspectives: 
the word of God, the early Christian witnesses, and 
the church today. There was no intention to create a 
new catechism, but rather to provide a template that 
might be used by different churches in various con-
texts. The resources were prepared with the intention 
to test them in group encounters or sessions focusing 
on the three areas. While each encounter would have 
a formal structure, creativity and fresh insights were 
encouraged. Different methodologies were put for-
ward (including bibliodrama, brainstorming, story-
telling, picture analysis, and film). An evaluation form 
was provided to obtain feedback. 

30.   The resource materials were tested among Christian 
students’ groups, parish and congregational groups, 
as well as in schools. Members of the ECHOS Com-
mission and young leaders from different parts of the 
world, including America, Asia, Europe and Oceania, 
also reviewed and tested the materials. The JWG is 
very grateful for the generous and honest responses 
received. 

B. Feedback from Youth on the Resource Materials
31.   The responses we received addressed a number of 

issues: the role of faith in the lives of young people; 
explored what it means to belong to the Christian 
tradition; considered the role of the Church; and 
examined the interaction with Christians from differ-
ent traditions. Even though there was little familiar-
ity with the Church Fathers, the use of these texts did 
not prove to be a real obstacle. While no particular 
concern was expressed regarding the content, some 
respondents, however, expressed difficulty in identify-
ing with certain aspects of different ecclesial traditions. 

32.   It is important, however, to underline that Resources for 
Youth is intended as a starting point, and that the JWG 
encourages churches which may like to use this mate-
rial to develop suitable reflections and emphases suit-
able for their own Christian traditions. Nevertheless, 
the youth involved in the consultation considered the 
resource materials to be useful and interesting tools.

33.   While the Resources for Youth treated issues, such as 
faith, conversion and discipleship, that are not com-
monly associated with young people, the feedback 
shows a surprising interest in and readiness to speak 
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out about these topics. Naturally, opinions and experi-
ences differed.

C. The Role of Faith in the Life of Youth
34.   The feedback contained important insights about the 

significant role that faith plays in the life of young peo-
ple, and the way that faith provides spiritual support 
to their overall well-being. The responses we received 
affirmed that young people find that faith helps them 
to distinguish between good and evil, gives them guid-
ance in their solitude, and enables them to experience 
the existence of God. Some young people responded 
that it would not be possible to exist without faith 
because it gives them a sense of meaning and purpose, 
and helps them to overcome obstacles in their lives. 
Faith was seen by the majority of youth responding as 
a source of direction, strength, and courage. It was also 
described as giving a sense of solidarity, confidence, 
rest and space for protest, compassion and love, com-
fort, and a way of dealing with life. Some young people 
believe that they are led to faith by everyday problems 
and trials; others by Sunday worship, their relation-
ship with other Christian believers or moments of 
prayer. Some youth feel challenged by how to put faith 
into practice and wonder whether it is possible to live 
a Christian life in the professional workplace. 

D. The Role of the Church
35.   While faith was identified as a very important issue 

in many young people’s lives, the question of the 
relevance of church membership for youth provides 
much thought for reflection. For many of our respon-
dents, the recognition of the importance of faith did 
not entail automatically becoming active in a church. 
Some young people expressed eagerness to be part of 
the Christian tradition, while others felt they could 
live their Christian faith without the church.

36.   While some young people do not believe that the 
church has a significant role to play in nurturing their 
faith, others appreciated the pastoral care offered by 
the church at various levels. Some expressed regret that 
they do not receive enough support from the Christian 
community. Nonetheless, the church appears to be a 
constant reminder of questions of faith even to those 
who do not practice their faith regularly. 

37.   In a relativistic world, it can be difficult for youth to 
understand where truth lies, not only in matters of 
ethics and universal values, but also in other matters 
of faith and beliefs. This is particularly complicated in 

the pluralistic setting in which all our churches live. 
Some question the authority and the moral teaching 
of church leaders. The responses we received generally 
affirmed, however, that the church is called upon and 
expected to play an active role in modern society.

E. Ecumenical Awareness of Youth
38.   The feedback shows that while young people are very 

open to interaction with the various Christian tradi-
tions, in general there is little awareness of ecumen-
ism in the wider life of the church, or of the role that 
young people can play in this area. Therefore, the JWG 
believes it is important for churches to consider how 
they can involve young people more in their ecumeni-
cal strategies, so that they move from a merely peaceful 
coexistence with other Christians to a conscious effort 
to promote Christian unity.

VII. Working with Youth—Recommendations

39.   We recognize that each new generation of Christians 
inherits the burden of past divisions. We invite our 
parent bodies to promote initiatives seeking to build 
cooperation and exchange among young people from 
different churches. The JWG wishes to highlight four 
areas in particular in which the parent bodies might 
wish to concentrate their efforts and pursue common 
initiatives to encourage youth involvement in the ecu-
menical movement: collabouration, formation, par-
ticipation and advocacy.

A. Collaboration
•   We invite churches to develop clearly directed and 

purposeful cooperation with existing Christian youth 
networks on a regular basis. Although institutional sup-
port for specific events is much appreciated, it is just as 
important to establish partnerships with existing bodies 
for ecumenical work.

•   We commend the ECHOS commission on youth as a 
useful instrument for developing ecumenism in the 21st 
century. In doing so, we are aware that ECHOS must 
include representation of regional and international ecu-
menical youth networks.

•   We encourage an emphasis on the ecumenical dimen-
sion in the context of youth events. International youth 
gatherings also could provide a fruitful opportunity for 
a common ecumenical commitment. In this context, 
it is worth mentioning the ecumenical event that was 
jointly organized by the International Young Catholic 
Students (IYCS) in collabouration with ECHOS during 
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the World Youth Day (WYD) in Madrid, 2011. It also 
is important to repeat such experiences at a local level. 

B. Formation
•   We encourage churches to provide suitable ecumenical 

educators and to develop resource materials for the ecu-
menical formation of young people.

•   We recommend prayerful reading of the sacred scrip-
tures in common as well as the opportunity to discover 
afresh the Christian witness of the first centuries, helping 
young people to develop a sense of belonging to the body 
of Christ.

•   We call the churches to evaluate and renew themselves 
through the lens of the critique offered by young people.

C. Participation
•   We recommend that churches invite Christian youth 

networks to adapt, plan and implement the Week of 
Prayer for Christian Unity at the local level on a regular 
basis. In the area of spiritual ecumenism, in particular, 
the challenge is to make use of the creativity and contri-
bution of new generations.

•   We encourage opportunities for networking between 
Christian movements at all levels, from the grassroots to 
the global, and for building friendships with Christians 
of other traditions. 

D. Advocacy
•   We urge parent bodies to exercise common advocacy on 

youth issues such as education and employment; and to 
enable youth to be agents of peace and justice 

40.   We entrust this reflection to the churches in their 
efforts to promote Christian unity. It is an ardent 
appeal that reflects the aspiration of the young people 
of our churches, who long for meaning in their lives. 
We are convinced that a personal encounter with Jesus 
Christ will enable them to say: “Lord, to whom can 
we go? You have the words of eternal life.” (John 6:68)
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