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Christian unity: conciliar ‘communion’. It is essential to begin with the
recognition of the communion that already exists among ourselves. It is
only out of the recognition of the grace of God in baptism and in develop-
ing bonds of love in the common worship of our Lord that we have the
basis 10 start developing the structures of conciliarity that will be the fruit
of that communion and the instrument o enhance it for all aspects of our
church life. Nairobi said it in this way: *“The one Church is to be envisioned
as a conciliar fellowship of local churches which are themselves truly
united. In this conciliar fellowship, each local church possesses, in
communion with the others, the fullness of catholicity, witnesses to the
same apostolic faith, and therefore recognises the others as belonging to
the same Church of Christ and guided by the same Spirit. As the New
Delhi Assembly pointed out, they are bound together because they have
received the same baptism and share in the same Eucharist; they recog-
nise each other’s members and ministries. They are one in their common
commitment to contess the gospel of Christ by proclamation and service
to the world. To this end, each church aims at maintaining sustained and
sustaining relationships with her sister churches, expressed in conciliar
gatherings whenever required for the fulfilment of their common calling’
(Breaking Barriers, p. 60).

The Archbishop develops the notion of conciliarity as a fundamental one
which should include:

(a) local churches mecting cach other in a universal council (already
discussed above);

(b) the whole people of God participating. The present emphasis of
the W.C.C. on youth and women’s participation should be a central
component of our search for structures of conciliarity. I quote a very dear
Roman Catholic sister saying: ‘I do not consider the question of women’s
ordination to be decided until women have access and the right to be in the
places where that will be discussed and decided’.

(¢) to accept other Churches as Churches in their own right, to recognise
the actions of the Holy Spirit in their midst. The notion of ‘vest igia
ecclesia’ used by the Second Vatican Council that perhaps from a certain
ecclesiological a priori facilitates the co-operation with other communi-
ties, unavoidably betrays a certain sense of patronising, of superiority. It
reminds me of some Protestant attitudes in Latin America, when we were
discussing whether we could ever conceive of the Roman Catholic Church
as a Christian Church, while we were obliged 1o recognise that some
individual Catholics may be saved! I think we have progressed enough in
the ecumenical movement to eliminate this easy and ambiguous way out
of our dilemma, categorising the different collective expressions of the

The Nature of the Unity We Seek 365

people of God, some as Churches and others as Christian communities.
But this, of course, is part of the debate that is in front of us.

5. I have reserved for the end the main affirmations of Archbishop
Runcie, those at the beginning and at the end of his paper. The horizon of
the Kingdom of God is fundamental for every discussion of the unity of
the Church. The unity that we are searching for should be seen in the
participation in the struggle for world liberation and for world reconcilia-
tion. The Church exists to be servant of the Kingdom of God, to proclaim,
to symbolise, to be an instrument for the unity of all creation. But this
general phrase should be brought down to earth in order to give some
historical content to the same and to be aware of the conflict-nature of the
search for the unity of humankind. Ernst Kiisemann, the New Testament
scholar, reminds us that the marks of the Church are not only the
proclamation of the word and the administration of the sacraments, but
also the presence of the poor, because it is in the poor that Christ has
promised to come to our encounter! If our search for the unity of the
Church does not confront the conflicts in the world, it is a betrayal both of
the gospel and of the Church. The ecumenical movement has been
practically always at the centre of polemic simply because the unity for
which we are searching is the unity of the service of reconciliation of all
humankind, but in the spirit of the cross which first takes sides with the
poor, the sinner, the down-trodden, and from the suffering of solidarity is
able to open arms to embrace the world in an offering of sacrificial love
and forgiveness.

The Churches of the United States and the Soviet Union, visiting each
other during decades, praying with cach other for peace, were paving the
way for the initial steps of agrecment on disarmament which are taking
place today. Churches struggling in South Africa to overcome the sin of
apartheid give testimony of the power of the gospel in the confrontation
of the powers of this world and are — and should be even more -
strengthened by the real unity and solidarity of all those who also struggle
against the same enemy inside their nations, challenging the economic
and political powers of their countries. I do not want to defend the World
Council of Churches. Surely we have made and will make mistakes in
trying to be faithful to the gospel of Jesus Christ in the actual conflicts of
the world, but we invite all Churches to share the obligation and privilege
of being together at the service of the poor, of the marginal, in challenging
structures of oppression, in announcing the new world that is coming from
God, which is a confrontation with the prevailing reality of today. The
ministry of reconciliation according to Christ’s model is the service 1o be
given to the world today, risking even our internal Christian unity for the
sake of that unity of love which has been sealed once for ever on the cross.

There is a clear interaction between the unity of the Church and the
renewal of humankind, the unity of the world. If we do not advance on



366 One in Christ

the road to Christian unity, how can we pretend to invite the powerful
of the world to advance on the road to peaceful solutions of the prevailing
conflicts? If we do not put up signs of hope for the unity of our Churches,
how could the world believe when we proclaim hope in God for over-
coming all hate and division in human history?

And the other way round: when we face the real problems that divide
humanity and confront the powers together, we may go to jail together to
discover the tragedy of our broken table! When forty years ago Christians
gathered in Amsterdam to establish the World Council of Churches, they
were coming from the difficult years of World War 11, trying to overcome
not only inter-church differences but to announce to the world dramatic-
ally that it was possible to dream of reconciliation. There is a sacramental
role, a sacramental reality of the Church, a priestly vocation, pars pro
toto, assuming our unity as a service for the reconciliation of all things in
Jesus Christ. A united Church is better equipped to serve, to announce,
to pray for the reconciliation of all peoples and things in Christ. We need
a model, we seek a vision. Meanwhile we are searching for the Church
which the Bangkok Missionary Conference of 1973 described in this way:
*We are seeking the true community of Christ which works and suffers for
his Kingdom. We seek the charismatic Church which activates energies
for salvation (1 Corinthians 12). We seek the Church which initiates
actions for liberation and supports the work of other liberating groups
without calculating self-interest. We seek a Church which is the catalyst of
God's saving work in the world, a Church which is not merely the refuge
of the saved but a community serving the world in the love of Christ
(Bangkok Assembly 1973, p. 89)".

We are grateful for permission to publish these papers, which appear in the full
report of the Lambeth Conference: *The Truth shall make you Free': The Report of
the Lambeth Conference, 1988; 1989, 352 pp.; edited by Michael J. Nazir-Ali and
W. D. Pautinson: in UK £8.50 from Church House Publishing, Church House,
Great Smith Street. London SWI1P 3NZ.,





