REFLECTIONS ON

The Spiritual Work of Ecumenism

by Thomas D. Paxson Jr.

ECEMBER, 1998;
late spring; rainy season; Zimbabwe's
capital, Harare.

Four thousand people from all around
the world converged to participate in one
way or another in the Eighth Assembly of
the World Council of Churches on ies
50th anniversary. At least 18 Friends, of
whom | was one, were among them. Filled
with anticipation and uncertainry, [ was
eager to participare in a great advenrure. [
was not disappointed. It was a rich and
rewarding experience, and Friends were
able 1o make a modest contribution to the
Assembly’s work. A satement introduced
by Friends opposing the use of child-
soldiers was npprﬂvc'f Thanks to the per-
sistence of Mennonite Fernando Enns, a
“decade to overcome violence” was ap-
proved that will further implement and
extend the Programme to Overcome Vio-
lence adopred some years ago at the initia-
tive of Barbara Bazett of Canadian Yearly
Meeting and Donald Miller, then general
secretary of the Church of the Brethren.

Since the Assembly | have been reflect-
ing on what | shall call the spiritual work
of ecumenism. Friends recognize the im-
portance of listening both carefully and
deeply to one a.nurﬁcr_ This practice is
fundamental not only to the health but to
the very existence of our spintual commu-
nities. Cerrainly roday, this is nor always
easy, for we bring to our meetings many
different backgrounds, rraditions, patterns
of thuu.ght and uncfmmndmg. and lin-
guistic sensitivities and aversions. Yet it is
our experience that we are richly rewarded
for what ability we have to listen through
the static caused by these many differ-
€NCEs among us.

So it is also with ecumenical dialog,
listening to others in the extended family
of Christianity. Each day of the Assembly
in Harare commenced, after breakfast, ml.h
inspiring programmed worship services
thar were followed by small group sessions
Tam Pacen, a member of 5t Lonis {Mo)
Meeting, serves on FGCs Christian and Inter-
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for deep sharing. Many Friends also
felt the need for a quiet meeting for
worship each evening before supper.

| find meeting for worship central
to my experience of holy fellowship.
Greater undf:rst:mdmg among
people is laudable in itself, but the
primary spiritual purpose of listening

ina m-m:tmg, for wmshp i5 1o discern
that of God in what is said. This is
true of programmed
worship as well, if it is
genuinely worship. For
those like myself brought
up in the rraditions of
unprogrammed Friends,
the interfering “stanc”
through which | hear
may be considerable
given my own' con-
tributions to this startic.
I am reminded of the h-
nal pages of Hermann
Hesse's ﬂrr.ﬁ'rppmwg
The protagonist, Harry
Haller, is visited by
Moaozart, who forces him
to listen to a very low-
fidelity radio broadcast of a Handel con-
verto. Like Haller, we can amend to the
static, the loss of the overtones and nuance
we love to hear, and recoil from the “dis-
tortions” and “violations” masking the
heavenly music. Or we can learn, again
like Haller, ro hear heavenly music through
the “radios” that bring it to us, heavenly
music that might otherwise be our of our
hearing. Yet it is not “living radios™ bur
living people and living churches o
which we are called 1o listen. Here we may
encounter greater static’ than we do in
our meetngs for worship, but we also
may hear divine melodies we would not
otherwise hear,

By authority of the grace God has given
me, [ say to everyone among you: do not
think too highly of yourself, but form a sober
estimare based on the measure of faith thar
God has dealr ro cach of vou. For justasin a
single human body there are many limbs and

Above: A Finnish
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worship,
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assembly showed
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been crucified—by
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argans, all with different
functions, so we who ave
united with Christ, though many, form one
body, and belong 1o one another as its limbs

and organs. —Romans 12:3-5

Afier this admonition, Paul writes of
various gifis of the spirit. Friends have
never hc%:.i that the Religious Sociery of
Friends was the universal and catholic
Church, so perh:apt it is not difficult for
us to appreciate different churches as pro-
viding different gifts within the Church.
While remaining true to our own witness
and testimony, it behooves us ro be apen
w the dimensions of fithfulness repre-
sented in such splendid variery in the
Church. One of the Friends participat-
ing in the WCC Assembly was Paul
Oestreicher, a delegate of the Church of
England, who observed thar the Religious
Society of Friends could be thought of asa
religious order in Christianity, after the
manner of a religious order in the Roman

Catholic Church, Benedictines are ex-
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pected to acknowledge the Christian (in-
deed the Catholic) identity of Franciscans
and vice versa; and each, to be open o
learning from the other. Cemainly, [ have
learned much from spiritual dialog with
non-Friends over the years, and [ am sure
that many, many Friends, probably the
vast majority, would testify similarly. Nor
is this a new phenomenon. Even in peri-
ods when the Religious Society of Friends
most turned in upon itself as a separate
people, Friends' homes contained books
of a spirirual nature by non-Friends, e.g,,
Fenelon, Mme. Guyon, and Molines.

There is no dialog where one only lis-
rens—even where one listens actively. Dia-
log requires speaking and being listened 1o
as well ‘as listening. Friends have been
listened to in the councils of churches.
Both Friends General Conference and
Friends United Meeting have been mem-
bers of the World Council of Churches
from its inception.

In spite of our small numbers and con-
cerns of a theological nature, Friends have
been welcomed by the World Council of
Churches, and by the national councils of
churches in many. countries, for our dis-
tinctive voice. It is a curious role. Some
delegates and some officials
within the WCC look to Friends
to articulate understandings and
commitments toward which they
personally lean, but which their
function as church delegate or
WCC official prevents them
from advocating. Others disagree
with Friends but recognize thar
Friends articulate strands within
Christian wradition thar should
not be ignored. For others we
represent the immense impedi-
menes @ Chrstanity's achiev-
ing full visible uniry, since we
don’t even celebrate the Eucha-
rist rirually.

It is nice to be recognized, despite our
small numbers, but the spiritual work of
ecumenism is not to perform roles for
others, but to restify to the living truth, as
Friends have been given to apprehend ir.
Each individual Friend pariciparing i
ecumenical dialog is challenged 10
witness to the underscanding given in her
or his own experience as it reflects the
stream of Qual:cr rradition. Thar is,
Friends participating in ecumenical dialog
are called vo pardcipare as Friends: parrici-

pation should both reflect and exhibic our |

testimonies, starting with the restimony

of integrity. Ecumenical work is spiritual
work, both humbling and nourishin

Six years before the founding of the
World Council of Churches, Elbert Russell

identified several areas in which Friends .

might be able to contribute ro the grow-

ing ecumenical movemenn:

The Socicry has still a “testimony™ 1o ele-
ments of the Christian gospel not yer fully
acknowledged by even Protestant Christen-
dam, such as simplicity in manner of living,
mmplﬂ: spiritual democracy in the church,
the ministry of women, inward spiritual au-
thority, personal religious guidance, sincerity
and truthfulness in speech,
freedoum of conscience and
worship, simple mystical
public worship, a classless
Christian Socicty, reliance
on spiritual forces only 1o

Right: An Orthodox
church leader
attends worship
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Below: Assembly
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overcome evil, international peace and the
bratherhood of man regardless of sex, class,
nation, or race. There is still an urgent need for
its ministry of impartial love in a divided, “war-

torn” world.

The waorld is still “war-torn,” though
the churches seem more open to finding
nonviolent solutions than they were in
1942, Ecological concerns and demands
for global economic justice have led some
churches 1o begin ro think seriously abour
simplicity in manner of living. The World
Council of Churches has just concluded
its “Decade of the Church in Solidarity

with Women,” but not its concern that
the churches move toward according
women opportunities for church service
equal 1o those men enjoy. The Orthodox
churches bring to Protestantism a concern
for inward spiritual authority and mysti-
cal public worship. The WCC and its
member churches are wrestling to over-
come the legacies of discriminanion on the
basis of sex, class, nationality/ethnicity,
and race, In December, the Assembly de-
cided to launch a “Decade ro Overcome
Vialence.” All chese issues have been pur
an the table, as well as others thar Elbert
Russell did nor list, for
example “the integriry
of creation” and issues
regarding sexuality.

In many of these ar-
eas liberal Western Eu-
ropean churches have
taken the lead in press-
ing the issues. This has
produced manifest
strains within the
World Council of
Churches, especially
berween the liberal
Protestant churches
and the Orthodox churches, on
the one hand, and berween the
liberal Morth American and Euro-
pean Protestant churches and the
churches in Africa, Asia, and Cen-
tral and South America, on the
other, In short, issues of concemn
to Friends are under active consid-
eration in ecumenical dialog within
the World Council of Churches,
and Friends have substantive con-
tributions ro make in these areas.
We also have much ro gain, as
Friends participaring in such dia-
log will be challenged 1o articulare
spiritual foundarions for our wit-
ness and testimony. Complicating
the siruarion is the relative lack of freedom
with respect to many sociopolitical issues
for churches in many parts.of Africa and
Asia. It was one thing to speak propheri-
clly to Western European churches in
the early 1950s; it is quite another to
speak to churches struggling for survival
in the face of serious persecution in many
parts of the world tc

The World Council uf{':.}lurdlnu not
simply a forum for discussion, or even for
prayerful deliberarion. Ir is also aciive in
the world. Practical ecumenical work in-
cludes peace and reconciliation work, com-



munity development efforts, public health
projects, etc. These activities are also in-
cluded in the spiritual work of ecumenism.

They can also be forms of prayer. (Re-
member Jesus on what we do for che least
of people or Mother Teresa on seeing
Christ in distressing disguise in the desti-
tute and dying persons whom she aided in
C&Emtm.}f Friends have made much of

rayers of vocal minisiry and rs of
i:nltf': attendance upon God, !:Ef}:m;.rcr
can take ever so many forms—as many
forms as have rhuught and expression of
the heart: there is prayer in silence, prayer
out loud, prayer on paper or canvas, and
prayer in action. One aspect of the spln-
tual work of ccumenism is to enrich one's
inventory of prayer, as it were. We can
grow to hanor, if not practice, the con-
crete expressions of spirituality and prayer
in all their variery, while secking rogether
the spiritual Ground, Source, Light from
which they grow.

For the ecumenical movement it is a
scandal for Christianity thar Christians
arc so divided among themselves.
Eeumenism involves seeking together com-
mon grounding and murual appreciation,
with the hope [%t:l[ eventually there will be
full mutual recognirion of Christian

faithfulness, Whether intentionally, inad-
vertently, or in spite of themselves, the
member churches of the WCC have vari-
ous visions of what it is 1o be Christian
(shall we say “properly” Christian?) and
various self-understandings that are shaped
by tradition and historical experience.

For most of us in Western Europe and
the Americas, this vision is shaped by the
Church's evolurion in the Latin West: the
Roman Catholic church for 1,500 years
and then the Protestant separations and
radical Reformarion thar yiclded an expe-
rience of multiple streams of Christianicy
in Western Europe and North America,
with almost 500 years of theological de-
bate among these streams. The moderator
of the WCC, Aram [, Catholicos of Cilicia,
reminded us that this history was alien to
the experience and selfunderstanding of
Christians of the Orthodox East, thar Pror-
estant-Catholic dialogs tend ro share pre-
suppositions thar are not part of Ortho-
doxy. It was a simple point, bur ﬂfswfcp
ing significance. Our collective conscious-
ness includes the popes, the Crusades, the
wars of religion, the Inquisition, anti-cleri-
calism, disestablishmentarianism, the bru-
tal suppression of Lollards, Albigensians,
Familists. . . . These shape our conscious-

JUBILEE 2000

“Jubilee 2000" is a worldwide move-
ment requesting debr mn:c]lmun for
h-\rtly indebted poor countries.” Re-
calling the Mosaic “jubilee year” (Lev.
25: 10~17), the movemenr secks a re-
demption of the poorest countries from
the crushing burden of external debr.
The Eighth Assembly of the World
Council of Churches last December
adopted a “Jubilee Call 1o End the
Stranglehold of Debr on Impoverished
Pmpﬁx calling for debr cancellation
for heavily indebted poor countries,
ethical lending and borrowing prac-
tices, and ethical governance including
especially the ending of corruption and
of the misuse of . The World
Council recognized in its statement ar

Right: Zimbabweans in a theater
production during the
preassembly youth event

Breaking the Chains of Debt

least some of the complexiry of this
very complex issue, and its action is to
be welcomed. Six months later, the
G8, meeting in Cologne June 18, 1999,

to provide more debr relief,
faster, and to more countries than it
had in 1996. Thircy-three countries
would now seem to qualify, bur public
support within the G8 nations for debr

cancellation will be important.

ness of Christianity and our ccumenical
dialogs among Protestants and berween
Protestants and Catholics. Can we truly
understand Christianiry while limiting our
understanding 1o the Western European
experience?

As long as European Protestants domi-
nate the World Council of Churches, they
are likely (as they have done in the past) 1o
control the language and agenda of
ecurnenism. This has proven 1o be
nettlesome and frustrating for the Ortho-
dox churches, which tend ro feel misun-
derstood and ignored.

The World Council of Churches now
comprises some 330 churches from
throughout the world, among which are
independent or indigenous Asian and Af-
rican churches like the African lsrael

Mineveh Church, the Harrist Church, and
the Church of Jesus Christ on Earth by his
Messenger Simon Kimbangu. In Harare
we experienced the rich wapestry of the
Christian world. The increasing number
of indigenous churches from around the
world and the growing independence of
churches started by missionanies from Eu-
rope and MNorth America, combined with
a persistent Orthodox presence, may well
break the dominance of European Protes-
tant theology within the WCC and force
ecumenists to pay more attention o the
Ground, Source, Light from which the
many churches grow and o which they
witness.

Appeals to shared theological history
and tradition are destined to fail. Qu:‘:k:r
Christian universalism may have a role in
helping the Waorld Council adjust to the
emerging reality of Christian diversi y—
if we are up to the challenge of genuine
dialog with these churches. Such dialog
will require great humility and openness
te the motions of Love among those who

seek to follow Christ.

For it i5 not opinion, or speculation, or
notions of what 15 true; or assent o, or the
mhs:ﬁp-tiunufani.dls,urpmprﬂithns,[hmtﬂi
never so soundly worded, which, accerding 1o
their sense, makes a man a true believer, or a
wrue Christian. But it is a conformiry of mind
and practice o the will of God, in all holiness
of conversation according to the dictates of
this holy Spirit of light and life in the soul,
which denotes a person cruly a child of God.

—William Fenn

Q
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