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Introduction
This study seeks to locate the search for ChristigEty in scripture, ar
7-8 Lower Abbey Street  to outliiee vision of unity which is centi
peripheral concern for the life and witness of @turch, but a funda-
mental expression of being reconciled in Christvidg explored the
parameters of the Gospel vision, an outline ofwags in which this
vision has been frustrated and of some ways tccowae the divisions
which characterise the contemporary life of ourrchas will be offered
as a contribution to the search for Christian umitireland.

Unity -"the impulse of the Bible'

All the Churches regard the testimony of Scriptasenormative for the
theology and life. It is important to begin our ety with an analysis «
the theme of unity in the Bible." Robert McAfee Bmo the America
Presbyterian theologian, has characterised thesttire of Scripture i
the following way: “The impulse of the Bible is tamwds unity?

In exploring the theme of unity, therefore, itiggortant to explore it as
appears in the Hebrew Scriptures and in the Neuaifresnt.

a. Unity in the OIld Testament

Throughout the Hebrew Scriptures, the recurringifmaft the variou
writers is that of the one people of God unitedrésponse to Goc
activity. The people of God received their exiseerend theirvery
identity through their being-in-relationship-to-God

The people of Israel were aware of a special ratetip with Go
which they described as having been initiated by through the cre
ation of the world in which men and women have fhssibility of rela
tionship with God and with each other,3 throughwhgous covenantgnc
above all in the election to the covenant estabtisthrough the lib
eration of the people from captivity and slaveryBgypt. In thi:
covenant the Israelites are theipgents of the gifts of oneness with
and as a peopleThe awareness of this special relationship with
remains the central theme of the Old Testament. dd¢eent in th
covenant is on God's grace in electing and sustitiie community, at
the orollary is the maintenance of the unity of the plecof God. Suc
a



covenant relationship dominates the thought of gheple -as see
through the central affirmations of faith which werobably recited ithe
principal cultic festivals, e.g. Deuteronomy 2@&:6: Joshua 2.
Nehemiah € Such a covenant relationship also dominates faestyle
of the community as may be seen in the very laws of the people \
attempt to give expression to the fact that eaack@etakes his or h
place within he community which has experienced the grace of, @G
in which each man and woman is to receive "the espexl the time -
live'® and to concede that to everyone else.

This theology and lifestyle is served by the cdnimatitutions of th
nation, namly the kingship, the priesthood and the prophete Kinc
was to represent the people before God and Godédé¢lie people,
role which may be seen with clarity in the Psalmsy. Ps 85.The
focal point of the people's identity was seen ie thstituton of the
Temple, servedy the Highpriest who was to maintain the cove
relationship byteaching the people proper conduct in their retetiip tc
God and othepeople, by sacrificial offering and by mediatinge
blessing of God.The institution ofthe prophets is such that they w
deemed to reveal theue meaning of events, recalling to the people
God would wish them to be in consequence of thecamt with them,
the pgeople were to be the community reflecting I&@wd intends the wor
to be:

The central affirmations, then, of the Hebrew Sarigs point to thenity
of the people with God - a unity seen in the thgpland the lifstyle of the
Israelites and maintained by the central institgiof the nation the
kingship, the priesthood and the prophets.

Such a brief excursus in the literature of the ldebScriptures prades
the background for our consideration of the Newtdreent literéure
However else the Christian wants to understandréfegionship ofthe
Hebrew Scriptures to the New Testamemwhether it be by way
promise - fulfilment, or by a christological readiof the Hebrew Scrip-
tures, or by a typological approach - it is essdrit see that an under-
standing of the Hebrew Scriptures, within its ovennt of réerence, i
essential for an appreciation of the understandinipe people who se
themselves as belonging to the New Covenant estaddi in Jest
Christ.l0

b. Unity in the New Testament

The primitive Church saw itself in terms remarkasilyilar to those ofhe
people of God in the Hebrew Scriptures, being a roomity within
Judaism. However, the decisive element in theintitlewas their being
and through Jesus of Nazareth.

The early Christians, then, took up themes from thebrev
Scriptures, agheir understanding of their relation to God. Thhsy
spoke of therselves as the New Creation (2 Co 5:7) and of .
Christ as the last Adam (2 Co 5:17). They further describ
themselves as the people God, the people of the New Cover
established in Christ - a covendmbught into being again and ag
through the gracious activity of Go@ Co 3:6; Hb 8:13; 9:15). T
characterisation of the work of Jesus of Nazarstlestablishing the Ne
Covenant in and through him is emphasised abolvin ahe words ¢
Jesus at the Last Supper as transmitteithénWords of Institution (1 C
11:25). In line with their heritage, the eatristians are described as
commonwealth of Israel (Ep 2:12), a holy natiorP(2:9),and they loo
forward towards the Holy City (the Newderusalem) which had be
established in their midst (Rv; Hb; Gal).

These characterisations by the first Christianthefmselves are all uni-
tive images. They all emphasise their nature asconamunity or peop
whose source ahidentity is their relation to God. Throughout tNew
Testament some eighty-five images of the Churchbzmoted -all of
them of one people united in their relation to Gddost notable c
these images are those of the Body, the TempleBride and the House-
hold. These images were given credibility as therCth embraced peoj
from different races, religions, soos@onomic classes and conditions
2; Ga 3:28). The community in each place had comte éxistenc
through the preaching about JesdisNazareth, and the awareness o
presence.

Jesus was regarded as incorporating in himselfs¢ing unitive institu-
tions of the Hebrew people, when he was descrilsatieeProphet,the
King, and the Highpriest®® For Christians, Jesus initiated a new
relatiorship of oneness with God, which has as an impticathei
oneness as eommunity in and through him. Such was not a ma
perception othe first followers of Jesus, but was the centffitraation
of their being as a community.



Nowhere isthe theme of oneness more evident than in theth
Gospel. To John, oneness always has strong thealogbnnotation:
The word "one' expresses the unique relationshifestis to the Fathdt.
expresses the saving work of Jesus in drawing anaamty into one-
ness in himself. Finally it expresses the relatigmsf the disciples ¢
Jesus among themsel&sThe thrust of the Gospel is to indicate -
Jesus is the centre, the pivotal point, of authergiations betwee
humankind and God and betweeelievers. He is the Truth, the norn
which everything must conform and in which the natof reality is evi-
dent. The use of the word “one' by the evangeiidicates relationshi
not numerical oneness or uniformity.

c. The textus classicus of the ecumenical movement

Nowhere are these themes of unity brought intopgrdiocus than in tt
famous prayer of Jesus in John 1& passage which has become
classic text of the ecumenical moveméhin this prayer Jesus prays t
the Father may glorify him so that he may glorifye tFather (vv. B),
and does so by recapitulating the activity he hadeataken on tf
Father's behalf. He then prays for the disciples they may be one
the Father and the Son remaining in the truth tghointegrty anc
through living the commandment to love (vv. 9-1%inally he inter-
cedes on behalf of those who believe due to th@rteay of the disci-
ples that they also may be one for the sake otthkdibility of Jesu:
work of reconciliation - so that the world may gk (vv. 20-26).

Raymond Brown, in his commentary on this, sugg#ss this praye
belongs to the tradition of the last speech ofl&agler to maintain the
unity as the people of God, and draws parallel$ whe last speech
Moses wken he urged the people to maintain their unityhim ¢covenan
It is evident that John is writing in a situatiohaocommunity which h¢
become divided. His stress on unity highlights ithportance of bein
one, as Paul also has to emphasise to thenth@ns where division w
very evident. In John, Jesus prays that the peoiptee New Covena
may be one as the Father and the $&n.

The unity, then, which is spoken of in the Fourthis@el, is through
Jesus Christ who takes up the disciples into tlemess of the glory of

God. This unity is the gift of God; the gift of levThe force of the word
‘as' in John 17 is causative. Since the Fathertlem®on are one, there-
fore the believers are drawn into that onenesautirahe divine activity
and are to remain in this activity by maintainitg tcommandment to
love one another. As Yves Congar has stressed:

The Church is not merely a society, people assediatith
God, but the divine Societas itself, the life oétbodhead
reaching out to humanity and taking up humanity itself!°

Such a unity also provides a task for the commuoftipelievers. Th
community is to live in the world seeking to masiféhe dynamic of tt
relationship between Father and Somn organic oneness in wh
diversity exists. The Church always lives in the tensiotwken "alreac
and not yet', as it seeks to manifest God's irdarfor humankind idesu
of Nazareth.

This organic oneness, then, provides the cents@rviof ecumenismAt
stake is the credibility of the Gospel for thoseside the ChurchAfter
all, how can a divided Church show forth the Gosgalkeconcilidion, of
oneness? The oneness of Christians which is to défest is aonenes
of the Father, the Son and the Spirit.

d. Union in God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit

The primitive Church, in its very early attemptdescribe the way
which God had acted for them, had to describe dbtivity as belongin
to the work of the Father, the Son and the Holyigdn the Ephesis
hymn (Ch 1:3-2) the whole drama of salvation is presented thinoan
account of the activity of each in the Godhead. fiyi@n declares that
is only in and through Jesus Christ that humankiad know God ar
can be drawn into community. This awareness ofHbly Trinity is thus
described in “economic' terms. The early Christifaiisunable to com-
prehend Jesus of Nazareth apart from his relatiprisithe Father anthe
Spirit.

Christians are drawn to speak of God in terms @&h&ss and distinc-
tion. This experience and awareness expressea idabtrine of the



Holy Trinity is the reason that Christians are dnaw speak of commu-
nion. As one theologian has put it :

.. life springs out of the communion which existsGod and
leads to communion between God and humankind arehgm
women and men in his Church. Relationships arbéao&bone of
divine creation and revelation. 17

The relationship of the Father, Son and Spirit jules the paradigm for
the union of Christians.18

e. Union of the Church

While the above provides the theological foundation for cenceith
Church unity, it also emphasises the task of thar€ih The event
oneness in and through Jesus Christ, which dragscdmmunity int
oneness in God, is the subject of the very beinghefChuch. The
Church is that community which is to respond to ¢lient of reconcilia-
tion by taking part in God's reconciling activity the world. It is to par-
ticipate in the prophetic, priestly and kingly nsitny of Christ"®

The early Church, therefore, in attempting to etfthis, focused com-
munity life on three central features:

1. the confessing of the faith (cf. 1 Co 133}h-an active conce
to articulate for each given time and place thdregéaffirmaion
of God's dealings with humankind;

2. the celebration of "This .. my body' (cf. Co112-27) a repreenting
(anamnesis) of the whole drama of salvation in €hrid sign ¢
and for the world as God intends it to be;

3. the living of a life of holiness, service anftlin a style consman
with that of Christ, through the agency of the H8lyirit (cf. Th
4:1-12) as it seeks to be obedient in the service @&
Kingdom.

These three features of the life and witness ofGherch appear under
the dynamic rubric of ‘traditioning' -'I| am handiag to you that which
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| have received ..., and provide the kernel of délo&vity for that com-
munity which seeks to live in the perspective ofd@ogracious being-
with-and-forhumankind. These three aspects of the Church'salif
witness, standing under the same rubric, are ateodependent.

The Church, therefore, which is to participatehia priestly, kingly an
prophetic ministry of Jesus is to be a confessimmraunity, which cen-
tres itself on the celebration of the eucharist aridch demonisate:
internally and externally the lifestyle of love aretonciliation, seeking
act in the service of the Kingdom.

A central focus, therefore, on the search for thomw of the Churc
has been concerned with these three features. thieushird Assmbly
of the World Council of Churches in 1961 at New ledpoke of th
nature of the common goal of the vision of the @teirch as follows:

We believe that the unity which is both God's will

and his gift to the church is

being made visible as all

in each place

who are baptised in Jesus Christ and confess him

as Lord and Saviour

are brought by the Holy Spirit

into one fully committed fellowship,

holding the one apostolic faith,

preaching the one gospel, breaking

the one bread, joining in common

prayer

and having a corporate life reaching out

in witness and service to all

and who at the same time are united with the whole
Christian fellowship in all places and all ages

in such wise that ministry and members are accepyedll,
and that all can act and speak together as occasgurires
for the tasks to which God calls his pedfle.

The New Delhi statement, which has become a cedéfihition for the

current search for unity, emphasises a unity teatisible and who:
form is expressed 'in each place' and "in all gac® ages'. The signs
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of commitment to this fellowship are nothing lebar proclaiming c
confessing the faith together, participating in coom prayer and prais
celebrating the one baptism, sharing regularly toemmmon eucharist,
mutually accepting members and ministers, sharicgrporate lift
which allows the Church to be engaged in a commdssimn in the
name of Christ a vision which is substantially the same as thathe
Second Vatican Council.

This vision of the Churclis an attempt to recover the priority of
Church as a community which seeks to live in tgatliof God's graciot
activity of reconciling and to participate in thabrk. This vision take
seriously the fact that the Church is a pilgrim oaoumnity, joumneyincg
“between the times' - a community ever seekingeftect more ade-
quately the communion of God.

This impulse towards the search for unity emergetha churches se
to be more faithful to God through their journeyirithe vision of th
unity of the Church as a reflection of the unionGdd has been frus-
trated by the fragmentation of the Church. Thigifnrentation occurred
different times in history for different reasonsemetimes theologic
while on other occasions because of 'non-doctffimetors' (e.g. nation-
alism, social and economic factors, personalitysiters, racism).21 TI
prompting and the power of the Holy Spirit were exgnced as imptant
as a crucial stance was taken by communities fpehat they had r
option but to break communion with othésThroughout this céary, the
activity of the Holy Spirit has been evident in wiag communities
towards communion, and enabling the churches tamgit to show tr
world, community as God intends it to be.

As John Meyendorff has emphasised :

.. the communion of the Father, Son and Holy Spuwit
divine Trinity, the ‘communion of the Holy Spirivhich
introduces men (and women) into divine life, and tbom-
munion’ or ‘community' which is then created betwegen
(and women) in Christ, not only are designated with
same term but ultimately represent the same expezriand
reality

12

f. Principles of Dialogue

As individuals and communities seek to move towam®smunion, the
enter a situation of dialogue with eaclhet Dialogue is a way of life.
is an approach to others where they are seen Essirlg and gift to u
rather than a threat. It is the acceptance of theroess of others. It
the building of a community of common conversatsanthat together &v
may be God'wikos or house. As we learn more about each othe
change our perceptions of the other, but we oueseblso grow ar
have a vision of God's world.

The American Roman Catholic scholar, Leonard Swidias drawn L
ten principles of dialogue - Dialogue Decalogughich help us t
understand better the nature and process of delogu

1. "The primary purpose of dialogue is to change grow in the per-
ception and understanding of reality and then taacordingly.We
enter dialogue sthat we can change, so that we can learn, s
we can grow into understanding, not so that we foace chang:
on the other. Dialogue, therefore, is not a mono®througt
which we communicate with each other only so that \wice is
heard, our opinion considered.

2. ‘Dialogue must be a two-sided project - withacte communityanc
between each community." Since the primary goatliafogueis
that each partner learn and change himself, ilsis aecessarihat
each participant enter into dialogue not only with or herpartne
across the confessional line - the Anglican with RomanCatholic
for example, - but also with his or her co-religits, toshare witl
them the fruits of the dialogue. Only thus cani®le community
eventually learn and change, moving towards an eawerre
perceptive insight into reality.

3. "Each participant must come to the dialogue witmglete hones
and integrity.' It should be made clear in whatdiion the majc
and minor thrusts of the tradition move, whia future directior
seem to be, and where the participant has diffesulivith her or hi
own tradition.

13



in the other partners." Not only does the absenteimcerity
prevent dialogue from happening, but the absendheohssumption

of the partner's sincerity does so as well. If éhisrno trust, there

can be no dialogue.

5. "Each patrticipant must define himself or hersklfs not for us to try to
interpret the other. Inevitably to do so would itweoan exercise in
comparison - we would see how “our' concerns arerpneted in
the other's tradition. We need to hear the othéais Pprinciple,
however, also demands trusting the other. Dialagualves listening
to the other as they give account of their Chnisfaith and witness.
Therefore ...

6. "Each participant must come to the dialogue with hard-andas
assumptions as to where the points of disagreeareritEach panel
should not only listen to the othgarther with openness ¢
sympathy, but also seek and express agreementheithartner agar
as it is possible, while maintaining integrity witker or his ow
tradition. Where the partners cannot agree, theretlare points
disagreement. Since inup separation, we have been engage
monologues - speaking to and hearing only our owinev- wehave
created stereotypes of the other and of their views need t
transcend these stereotypes, and to hear the other.

7. 'Dialogue can take place only between equalstly, the partigbant:
of a dialogue should in each partner demonstraia/algnt skills -in,
e.g. scholarship of the Scriptures. Secondly, dja&requires the
in the dialogue each learns from the other. A djais not ¢
monologue. It is not a process, where one parte@misfrom the
other, while the other partner simply expressedeavpoint. Bott
partners are engaged in learning.

8. 'Dialogue can take place only on the basis ofumlutrust.' Dia-
logue can only be built on personal trust. Hentés not wise to
tackle the most difficult problems in the beginnidgut first to
approach those issues most likely to provide sconammon ground,

14

"Each participant must assume a similar completeesty and sincerity

thereby establishing trust. Thus in learning we emmérom the
known to the unknown.

9. "Persons entering dialogue must be at leastrmailyi selfcritical of

both themselves and their own religious traditibAslack of sucl
selfcriticism implies that one's own tradition alreaklgs all th:
correct answers. Such an attitude makes dialogti®my unneces-
sary but even impossible. It also runs counteruo@hristian faitl
whereby we are all in a situation, as St Paul resims, where "w
know only in part ..but when the complete comes, the partial
come to an end.' (1 Co 13:9-10).

10. "Each participant eventually must attempt tpeeience the othe
faith "from within"." Christian traditions are naterely about doc-
trines, but also about the spirit, the heart, thieole being'.

This “dialogue decalogue' expresses well dttitude and way of lif
which lie under any dialogue process, as we begpetceive the visic
of oikos - God's house and thus to reflect God's intention
humankind.

The Truth will set you free

Dialogue is a process which seeks to manifest dmenmwn search fc
understanding. Truth is the event of the revelatbrisod in Jesus
Nazareth. In the New Testament truth is not prilpa®mething whictis
to be contemplated, but that which is to be doobr(B:21).

In his book,The Divine-Human Encounter, Emil Brunner points outhat
for the Bible truth is about “"The God who inclinémself towardmer
and women and makes himself present to men and wombeWay
of Truth is thus participating in God's journeyiwgh men and women.

In contrast to astatic understanding which makes of truth a tins
series of rational propositions, a quite differemhderstandin
operates in the Jewidbhristian tradition. There is no concept of
truth in the Bible. Wherever “truth' or its cognat®rds appearst i
refers to a God who speaksand through his speaking, acts. G
revelation has certainty and force. He is the nerime meaning of lif
and of history.
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The truth for the Jewish-Christian tradition is #recounter betwee@oc
and humanity. The thght of the Bible is not substantial, neutral
abstract, but verbal, historical and personal. dchown in his relation
ship to men and women. God is known in relatiorhtonanity, an
humanity comes to self-knowledge in relation to Goklis knowingis ar
event. God reveals himself; God communicates him$kls communica
tion of God is above all seen in Jesus Christ wrawd humanity int
relationship with the Father and the Spirit. TherVis something whic
happens. The Truth is something whitdppens, which God does. In
encounter with God-with-us, God-fas, men and women come to a fi
understanding of God, of themselves, of the meaantgpurpose of life.

The truth is dynamic. God speaks, acts, accompémegseople. Theery
Hebrew word for the Wordjabhar, denotes this dynamic undganding
For John's Gospel “truth’ is divine reality, whidpeaking theruth' mean
“bringing the revelation in words'.

The truth cannot then be constrained by human word
cannot be tied downni words, or propositions. The Christit
apprehension of and articulation of the truth isvasls penultimate.®
Christian theology does nstate the last word on the understanding of
humanity, the meaning oflife. Rather, it expresses provisic
understandingste be amended as the Way is understood more, revizec
as the Way is lived in greatepenness to the needs and insights of ot
The formulae and exprsisns of Christian truth are signposts to the ¢
of God. The Holy Spirit gdes the Church as she seeks to articulat
Gospel. The perceptioand articulation of the truth must be conso
with scripture and theexperience of the Church through the a
Through the exploration oscripture that which is opposed to
inconsistent with the truth becomes evident.

To encapsulate this understanding of truth, ancptbeisional nature
human understanding, Johannes Wollebius, the smrghtentury Swis
theologian, used the phrase “the theology of thgfiivars® Wollebius
saw that theological statements are relative, smgean beings still s
through a glass darkly'. Such theological statemeeed to be open

change in the light of the insights gained as thaey\[¥ travelled accompa

nied by him who is the Way. This perception of tia¢ure of Christian lifés
well phrased in the Church of England's Doctrinem@ussion repo
Christian believing:

16

Christian life is an adventure, a voyage of discpyva jour-
ney, sustained by faith and hope, towards a findl@mplete
communion with the Love at the heart of all thingé.

As Christians and Christian communities respondatal seek to refle
more evidently this dynamic divine-human encoubteseeking to man-
ifest Christian unity, so they will self-criticalligarn from those of differ-
ent traditions about their experiences of God'semee and activity wi
them, through which a greater understanding andeapgiion of God
grace will be evident.

As Christians and Christian communities seek to ifean Chrisian
community so they will make evident as sign andrinment God'
intention for humankind, thus challenging all tierids towards isolatit
and division.
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Discussion Questions
1. What is your vision for the unity of the ChuinHreland?

2. What are the main barriers in Ireland (theolabgand non-doctnal)
which need to be overcome in the search to manifesy? Wha
steps might be taken to begin to overcome thoseehs?

3. What opportunities present themselves to yowefgaging in di@gue
with members of acongregation or theological college o
different tradition? What steps can be taken ttiait® such a dia-
logue?

4. What have the Irish Churches to learn from tkgeeience of
Churches in other situations?

5. On what basis can Christians of different tiadi proclaim the basis
of their faith together as a witness in Irelancaidi

6. How can the Churches in Ireland grow towards a tgreeommo!
concern for justice and social issues, such asaisifested in mar
other national Church experiences?

The Theological Questions Committee of the IristeiChurch Meetin
would be grateful if you would share your refleasoand insights ¢
these questions with it by writing to:

Sr Roisin Hannaway
Administrative Officer
Irish Inter-Church Meeting
Inter-Church Centre

48 Elmwood Avenue
Belfast BT9 6AZ
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This booklet seeks to locate the search for Christian unity in
scripture, and to outline the vision of unity which is central to the
Gospel. Unity is not a peripheral concern for the life and witness of
the Church, but a fundamental expression of being reconciled in
Christ. Having explored the parameters of the Gospel vison,
Ecumenical Principles outlines the ways in which this vison
has been frustrated and presents ways to overcome the divisonswhich
characterise the contemporary life of our churches.
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