
Anglicans and Roman Catholics: ·Progress T owards 
Closer Unity' 

An exchanxe ujle11ers publis~,ed un Tlmrsday. March 6. 1986. in Rmne 
and London rewe1rs pro1trC'SS on one o/ 1he mo.I·1 diffìc11/1 is.rnes in 
A11xlica11/ Romai1 Cailwlic rela1iu11s. Th is il 1he que.\/wn of 1he mwua/ 
recognitiun u.f mi11istries. which is seni as aucial IO progres!> towards 
dosa unii)'· At thl! centre ol the prohlem is_ the Roman Ca1hulic 
,iudgement. exprern!d by Pope Leo Xlii in 1896. 1ha1 A nglica11 
ordi11a11ons are nm va/id. Cardinal Johannes Willebrands. Presidem o./ 
1he Ya1ica11 Secre1aria1 /òr thl! Prumotiun of Chr is1ian Unlly, raùed th<' 
questiu11 in a le11er 10 the c·u-C'ha ir111e11 uftlu: St'nmd .·J1wt1ran-Romc111 
Catlw/ic !,11emational Commi.n-ion ( :JRCIC' 1/J. thc• Rt, Rei• Cormac 
Murphy-O'Connor. Roman Catlwlic Bi.1J10p of llrundel and Bri}l,hton. 
a11d the Rt Re11 Mark Sa111er, A11Jdican BisJ10p u/Kensi11~tu11. 

CARDINAL WlLLt:BRAND'S u:rn:R 
July 13, 1985 

Your Excel lencics, 
As you prepar~ ror this ycar's mee1ing ofthc second Anglican/Roman 

Catholic lnternational Commission, the fac1 that the Commission is 
drawing near to the conclusion of its first major study on ·church and 
Salvation' prompts me to write to you concerningan important aspect of 
your future prograrnme. 

In their Common Declaration of May 29th, Pope John Paul Il and 
Archbishop Runc1e summariscd the ncw Commission's iask in words 
thai are very familiar to you. The secondofthe three pointsset before the 
Commission for the continuation ofthe work already begun, always in 
the light of our two Communions' respective judgemcnts on the Final 
Rcpon of ARCIC-1, is ·10 study ali that hinders the mutuai recognition 
of1he minisuiesofour two Communions'. 

Of the many qut:stions involved in lhis study, including thai of tht: 
ordination of women to the priesthood in some Churches of the 
Anglican Communion, il i:. well known that the most fundamental and 
deeply-felt issue rclatcs to the j udgcmcm ofthc Roman Catholic Church 
uponthe validity of Anglican ordinations. 

In the light of some recent discu~sions betwcen the Sccretariat fo r 
Promoting Christian Unity and the Congregation for the Doctrint: ofthe 
Faith, I would ask you to draw the attention of thc mcmbers of lhe 
Commission 10 certa in aspects of the Roman Catholic Church 's position 
m this respect. I do so in the hope that this will assist theCommission in 
planning the next stages of its work. 

Thc Secretariat is well aware thai the Commission has no in1en1ion of 
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examining the question of Anglican ordinations in isolation from other 
issues. ARCIC-11 maintains, rightly, that the mutuai recognition and 
reconciliation ofministriescan be properly studied only as a part, a vita! 
part. of the whole process of reconciliation between our Communions. 
Thus you already iniend your study to be in the context ofyour more 
generai work on 'Growth in Reconciliation'. 

Again , the Secretariat knows and shares the view ofthe Commission 
that such a study cannot be a purely historical one, whether ofthe events 
ofthe sixteenth century or ofthe circumstances in which Leo X lll 's Bull 
Aposwlicae Curae was prepared and prornulgated. History cannot be 
ignored but, like its predecessor, ARCIC-11 is concerned ·10 discover 
each other·s faith as it is today and to appeal to history only for 
enlightenrnent· (cf. ARCIC-1, Final Repon, Preface, p. I). 

Leo Xll l's decision rested on a doctrinal basis, a judgcmcnt that the 
doctrine concerning Eucharist and prìesthood exprcssed in and indecd 
controlling the composition ofthe Anglìcan Ordinai of 1552 was such as 
to lead to defects both in the sacramentai form and in the intention which 
the rite itself expressed. Because ofthis he maintained that the rite in the 
Ordinai c:ould not be considered an adequate means for the conferringof 
the Sacrament ofOrder. Thus his decision that the orders thus conferred 
were invai id rested above ali on what he described as the ·nativa indoles 
acspiritus ' ('native character andspirit') ofthe Ordinai as a whole. 

Pope Leo saw this ·nativa indoles' as indicated by the deliberate 
omission from the 1552 Ordinai ofall references to some ofthe principal 
axes ofCatholic teaching concerning the relationship ofthe Eucharist to 
the sacrifice of Christ and lo the consequences of this for a true 
understandingofthe nature ofthe Christian priesthood. He judged such 
omissions to reflect a denial ofthese essentialsofCatholic teaching. 

Since that decision, which expresses the position of the Catholic 
Church and which continues to govern its practice in conferring 
'absolute' ordination on formcr Anglican clergy who enter the 
communion of the Roman Catholic Church and seek to serve it in the 
priesthood, there have been a number ofimportanl developments . 

On the one hand this century has seen a remarkable process of 
liturgical renewal in both our Communions. In the Roman Catholic 
Church this has led 10 the promulgati on of new rites of ordination in the 
Pontificale Ròmanum of Pope Paul VI. In the Anglican Communion 
many member-Churches have introduced new Ordinals, while at the 
same time retaining some use of that of 1552-1662. In ali this wc see 
reflected something of the theological developmcnts in both 
Communionssince the time of Apostolical! Curae. 

On the other hand, the d ialogue of the last twenty years with the 
furtherance of which you are so intimately concerned, has produced 
staternents and elucidations on the Eucharist and on the Ministry which, 
with the rest of ARCIC-l's Final Report, are now the object of profound 
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study by both our Communions a:; each seeks, in accordance with its 
own procedurcs. to dctcrmine thc extent to which i1 ca'n recognize 
therein thc faith it prolcsses. 

ARCIC-1 allìrmcd that, in i1s judgement. the consensus it has 
achieved put the issue ofthe Roman Catholic Church's judgcment on 
Anglican Or<linations into a new context (et: Ministry 17). Latcr it 
amplilied this: 'lt bclieves that our agrcement on the esscntials of 
eucharistic fa ith with rcgard to the sacramentai presence ofChrist and of 
the sacrificial dimension ofthe Eucharist, and on the nature and purpose 
ofpriesthood. ordination and apostolic succession, is the new context in 
which 1he ques1ion should now be discussed' (Eluc. Min. 6). 

As the proccsses of evaluation proceed, the position of both 
Communions will become clearcr. Wc look forward to 1he voicing ofthe 
consensus of 1hc Anglican Communion when the bishops of 1hat 
Communion ga1her for the Lambelh Confcrcnc.: in 1988, and thc 
Roman Ca1holic Church will hope to be in a posi1ion 10 voice its linal 
response a1 approxima1ely 1hat 1ime. In th<' mean1ime you are well 
aware both of the rescrvations voiced in 1hc Observations of the 
Congrega1ion forthc Doc1rine ofthe Fai1h in 1982. and of1he responscs. 
broadly positive but with indications of maners requiring further study. 
made public by some Roman Catholic Episcopal Conferences during the 
past year. So 100 you are aware ofthe lirst stages in Anglican responses. 
noi least the full materiai provided in Towartls a Church of EnKland 
Response, discussed at theGeneral Synod earlier this year. lt is clear that 
there will be various calls for further study or furthcr discussion on 
aspec1s ofthe Repon, and it is tobe hoped that such study and discussion 
will lead bo1h Communions to greatcr clarity and to a deepening both of 
shared faith and of mutuai rcassurance. 

lf al 1he end of this proccss of evaluation the Anglican Communion as 
such is able 10 state for:mally 1hat il professes the samc faith concerning 
essential matlers where doc1rine admits no differcncc and which the 
Roman Ca1holic Church also affirms are 10 be believed and held 
concerning the Eucharist and 1he Ordained Minislry, the Roman 
Catholic Church would acknowledge the possibility that in 1he con1ex1 
of such a profcssion of faith thc texts of thc Ordinai migh1 no longer 
re1ain that 'nativa indoles' which was at thc basis of Pope Leo's 
judgement. This is lo say thai. if bo1h Communions wcrc so clearly at 
one in their faith concerning the Eucharist and the Ministry. the context 
ofthis d iscussion would indeed be changcd. 

In 1hat case such a prolession of faith could open thc way 10 a new 
consiùeration or the Ordinai (and of subsequcnt rites or ordination 
introduccd in Anglican Churches), a consideration that could lead 10 a 
new evaluation by lhe Ca1holic Church of the sullìcicncy of these 
Anglican ri1cs as far as concerns future ordina1ions. Such a sludy would 
be concerned with thc ritcs in themselvcs. prescinding al 1his stage from 
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the question ofthecontinuity in the apostolic ~uccession ofthe ordaining 
bìshop. 

In our vìcw, such a possibilìty (cven though one could not yet foretell 
with any certainty the outcome of such a study) could do much to assist 
the climate ofthe whole discussion. The explicit profession of one faith 
in Eucharìst and Mìnìstry, together with the possible positive etTects of 
such a professìon on the Roman Catholic Church's evaluation of the 
Anglican formularies of ordination, would be the strongcst possible 
stimulus to find ways to overcome the difficulties which stili hinder a 
mutuai recognition of ministries. those hindrances which ARCIC-11 is 
comrnissioned to study. 

Through you, the co-chairmen, I take this occasion of greeting ali the 
members of ARCIC-11 and ofthanking them for the work they ha ve don e 
and are doing. lt is my earnest prayer thai God will richly bless the 
Commission 's work and guide its etTorts to render possible that 
restoration of full communion which is our common goal and our 
common hope. 

Yours sincerely in Christ. 
+JohannesCard. Willebrands. 

President 




