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1. With unconditional commitment, the Catholic 
Church entered into the movement for the restoration 
of unity among all Christians when the Second 
Vatican Council issued its Decree on Ecumenism, 
Unitatis Redintegratio, on 21 November 1964.

Today, fi fty years later, the Australian Catholic Bishops 
celebrate the Decree giving thanks to God for the 
unity which God has achieved by the Holy Spirit 
through Jesus Christ, and highlighting opportunities 
for furthering Christian unity in the present.

2. The history of the modern Ecumenical Movement 
can be dated from the meeting of the World 
Missionary Conference in Edinburgh in 1910. 
Although the Catholic Church did not participate 
in that event, the Australian Catholic Bishops 
marked the centenary with the release of a pastoral 
letter entitled ‘The Impulse of God’s Grace’ in 
20101. In that letter, we recalled the history of 
Catholic ecumenism leading up to the Second 
Vatican Council, the Decree itself, the effect of this 
Decree on the life of the Church in Australia, and 
the Catholic principles of ecumenism: conversion, 
spiritual ecumenism, dialogue, and cooperation. 

1 The title was inspired by the phrase in Unitatis 
Redintegratio §1 “Everywhere large numbers have felt the 
impulse of this grace’.

We emphasised that ecumenism is an authentic 
and necessary dimension of a Catholic life and 
that dialogue takes place in fi delity to both love 
and truth, and we recommended the path of the 
‘exchange of gifts’2. 

Also in 2010, the Pontifi cal Council for Promoting 
Christian Unity convened a symposium of 
theologians in Rome from each of the Christian 
communities with whom the Catholic Church has 
conducted bi-lateral dialogues over the last fi fty 
years. The symposium was themed ‘Harvesting the 
Fruits’, and the aim of the meeting was to draw 
together the advances made through ecumenical 
dialogue since the Second Vatican Council. 

3. Describing both the task and gift of unity the 
New Testament frequently alludes to seeds, sowing, 
growth, bearing fruit and harvesting.3 The parable 
of the mustard seed (Mark 4:30-32) speaks of the 
‘smallest seed’ which grows miraculously into a tree 
large enough for ‘the birds of the air to nest in’. 
The parable of the sower (Matthew 13:1-9) speaks 
of scattered seed: some falls on rocky soil, some 
takes root but is choked by weeds or dried up with 

2 Second Vatican Council, Lumen Gentium §13; John Paul II, 
Ut Unum Sint §28

3 Cf. Pope Benedict XVI, Angelus, 22 January 2012 
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the hot sun, and yet still some reaches maturity 
and bears fruit. The parable of the barren fi g tree 
(Luke 13:6-9) describes the owner of the tree who is 
impatient for fruit, while the gardener recommends 
further tending and patience. 

Each of these parables could describe in some 
way the successes and disappointments of the 
quest for full visible Christian unity. The bilateral 
dialogues have produced fruit in abundance, 
but their results have yet to be fully harvested 
by the members of the churches and Christian 
communities whose representatives have engaged 
in them. Relationships among Christians have 
become strong and sincere, but barriers to visible 
unity remain, including suspicion, complacency, and 
often genuine differences in matters of faith and 
morals. In some cases where we could wish that full 
communion would already have been achieved, we 
have discovered the need for greater patience and 
understanding when new obstacles have arisen. 
Indeed there are even aspects of the Council’s 
Decree on Ecumenism itself which appear to remain 
as seeds yet waiting to sprout. 

4. As fi tting as the parables of growth in the 
Gospels are to the quest for full visible unity of all 
Christians, their primary application is not to the 
unity of the Church but to the proclamation of the 
Kingdom of God. In fact the quest for Christian 
unity is fundamentally oriented toward the Kingdom 

of God and to the proclamation of it (that is, toward 
‘evangelisation’). In its very fi rst paragraph, Unitatis 
Redintegratio acknowledges that division among 
Christians ‘damages the holy cause of preaching 
the Gospel to every creature’ and speaks of the 
general longing ‘for the one visible Church of 
God, a Church truly universal and sent forth into 
the world that the world may be converted to 
the Gospel and so be saved, to the glory of God’ 
(UR §1). Promulgated a year after the Decree on 
Ecumenism, the Council’s Decree on the Missionary 
Activity of the Church, Ad Gentes, reinforced this 
stance:

Hence, by the very necessity of mission, all 
the baptized are called to gather into one 
fl ock, and thus they will be able to bear 
unanimous witness before the nations to 
Christ their Lord. And if they are not yet 
capable of bearing witness to the same faith, 
they should at least be animated by mutual 
love and esteem. (AG §6)

In the decades since the Second Vatican Council, 
the New Evangelisation has become an especially 
urgent task of the Church. In his Apostolic 
Exhortation, Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis has 
particularly reemphasised the message of Pope 
Paul VI in his Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii 
Nutiandi (1974). He refers to ‘the seriousness of the 
counter-witness of division among Christians’ and 
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‘the scandal of divided Christians’, and writes:

If we concentrate on the convictions we 
share, and if we keep in mind the hierarchy 
of truths, we will be able to progress 
decidedly towards common expressions 
of proclamation, service and witness. The 
immense numbers of people who have 
not received the Gospel of Jesus Christ 
cannot leave us indifferent. Consequently, 
commitment to a unity which helps them 
to accept Jesus Christ can no longer be 
a matter of mere diplomacy or forced 
compliance, but rather an indispensable path 
to evangelisation. (EG §246)

To be Catholic is to be committed to the Church’s 
evangelising mission, so to be Catholic is to be 
committed to the unity of all who call themselves 
Christian. 

5. During Pope Francis’ Mass of Installation as 
Bishop of Rome on 19 March 2013, he exchanged 
the kiss of peace with Bartholomew I, Patriarch of 
Constantinople, and Karekin II, Catholicos of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church. We recall the historic 
meeting of Pope Paul VI and Patriarch Athenagoras 
I of Constantinople in Jerusalem in 1964, an event 
which was marked this year by another meeting, 
once again in Jerusalem, between the present Pope 
and Patriarch. Meetings between the Bishop of 
Rome and the patriarchs of Eastern Churches, the 
leaders of the Protestant Churches and ecclesial 
communities, such as the Anglican Archbishop of 
Canterbury and representatives of the Lutheran 
World Federation, have become regular occurrences 
during the last 50 years. Such visits and meetings are 
signifi cant signs of the depth of our common desire 
for Christian unity. 

In Australia friendship and cooperation between 
the leaders of Christian communities have often 
been a hallmark of Christian life. We give thanks 
to God that the sectarianism which marked much 

“...to be Catholic is to be 
committed to the unity of all who 
call themselves Christian.”
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of our history has now passed into oblivion. At all 
levels in the Church in Australia, Christian life and 
discipleship is marked by friendly cooperation 
between the baptised children of God e.g. in rural 
areas there are many practical cooperatives - helping 
the poor, sharing venues, resources, particularly in 
times of bushfi re and drought. It is essential that 
this cooperation continue today when many anti-
Christian and secularist voices seek to silence the 
Christian voice in the public square. In the urgent 
task of the New Evangelisation the principle fi rst 
enunciated at the World Council of Churches 
Assembly in Lund in 1952 challenges us to ‘act 
together in all matters except those in which deep 
differences of conviction compel us to act separately.’

6. We give thanks to God for the progress of inter-
church dialogue. Chief among those ecumenical 
‘initiatives and activities’ which the Council called 
upon the Church to plan and undertake was 
‘dialogue between competent experts from different 
churches and communities’ (UR §4). For the last 
fi fty years, dialogue has been taking place in 
various ways on a number of different levels, most 
commonly ‘bi-lateral dialogue’ between the Catholic 
Church and particular churches and communities. At 
an international level, the Catholic Church has offi cial 
dialogue with the Orthodox and Oriental Churches, 
with Protestant and Reformed Churches as well as 
various Evangelical and Pentecostal communities. 

Perhaps the greatest achievement of the offi cial 
dialogue program was the signing, on 31 October 
1999, of the ‘Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of 
Justifi cation’ with the Lutheran World Federation. 
This joint statement, to which the World Methodist 
Council has also now subscribed, expresses 
a high degree of agreement over the central 
theological issue of the 16th century Reformations. 
In due course, it is expected that other Christian 
communities will also be able to sign this agreement.

Here in Australia also, we have our own offi cial bi-
lateral dialogues with Christian churches and ecclesial 
communities. Outstanding among the achievements 
of these dialogues has been the common 
recognition of baptism between those churches 
which celebrate baptism with water in the name of 
the Triune God. The discussion of such topics as 
the Eucharist, the ordained ministry, the ministry of 
bishops, mission and inter-church marriage have led 
to greater understanding and cooperation between 
the Catholic Church and other Christians in Australia. 
In addition, the relationship between Australian 
Catholics and other Australian Christians has been 
greatly facilitated by our membership in multi-
denominational groups such as the National Council 
of Churches in Australia, the various State Councils of 
Churches and even local Inter-church Councils. This 
‘conciliar ecumenism’ has enabled us to speak not 
only to one another but often to all Australians with a 
common Christian voice.
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7. As fruitful as progress has been in these 
areas, there are some ‘seeds’ sown by Unitatis 
Redintegratio which have yet to fully mature and 
bear fruit. Chief among these is the call to walk the 
path of ‘spiritual ecumenism’, which the Council 
called ‘the soul of the whole ecumenical movement’ 
(UR §8). ‘Spiritual ecumenism’ consists of two 
elements: First, a ‘change of heart’, without which 
‘there can be no ecumenism worthy of the name’ 
(UR §7); secondly ‘public and private prayer for the 
unity of Christians’ (UR §8). 

The necessary ‘change of heart’ that spiritual 
ecumenism requires has a double aspect. The fi rst 
and more obvious conversion involves our attitudes 
towards our brothers and sisters in Christ who 
belong to other churches and communions. This 
requires that we reject any notions of superiority, 
attitudes of pride, remnants of distrust, and feelings 
of disdain. In some cases this will require us to 
re-examine our histories. Unitatis Redintegratio 
leads the way by noting that people on ‘both sides 
were to blame’ for the historical divisions. Spiritual 
ecumenism calls us to repent and confess our past 
injustices toward one another, and to request and 
offer forgiveness to one another. There cannot be 
unity without reconciliation. 

The Second Vatican Council’s ‘universal call to 
holiness’ (Lumen Gentium, Chapter V) points to a 
yet more powerful aspect of spiritual ecumenism. 

It has often been observed that the example of the 
saints is one of the most attractive aspects of the 
Catholic Church. The holiness of Christ, visible in his 
saints, is an invitation to others to enter into deep 
communion with him and with his Church. We note 
especially the martyrs of the Christian churches. 
In his 1995 encyclical on Christian Unity, Ut Unum 
Sint, Saint John Paul II drew special attention to 
what could be called an ‘ecumenism of the martyrs’. 
Lumen Gentium had already noted that ‘the Church 
has always believed that the apostles and Christ’s 
martyrs who had given the supreme witness of faith 
and charity by the shedding of their blood, are 
closely joined with us in Christ’ (LG §50). For us the 
‘change of heart’ called for by spiritual ecumenism 
is simply the call to be radically converted to Jesus 
Christ. The more deeply all Christ’s disciples are 
converted to him, the greater will be our communion 
with one another, and the call to Christian unity will 
likewise appear more attractive to those now living in 
separation from us. 

8. The other aspect of ‘spiritual ecumenism’ is the 
call to engage in ‘public and private prayer for the 
unity of Christians’ (UR §8). The promulgation of 
Unitatis Redintegratio marked a radical change 
in the Church’s attitude toward joint prayer with 
other Christians. In the early days after the Council, 
many Catholics in Australia joyfully embraced the 
opportunity to come together for ‘ecumenical 
services’. Today such services are neither as 

“The other aspect of 
‘spiritual ecumenism’ 
is the call to engage 
in ‘public and private 
prayer for the unity of 
Christians’ (UR §8)”
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common nor as well attended as they once were. 
Nor is it common for us to hear prayers for Christian 
unity included in the Prayers of the Faithful at 
Sunday Mass. 

If the full, visible unity of all Christians is ever to 
become a reality in the world, the one thing of 
which we can be certain is that unity will not result 
from our own efforts. As important as offi cial 
theological dialogue, inter-church cooperation, 
friendly relations and ecumenical councils and 
associations all are, such efforts can only be 
regarded as planting and watering the seed; 
ultimately, it will be ‘God who gives the growth’ (cf. 
1 Corinthians 3:6), and he will do so in answer to 
our prayer in the name of Jesus his Son. 

We would like to see a renewed dedication of 
the Church in Australia to the prayer for unity. 
Certainly, if we truly love our brothers and sisters 
in Christ who are separated from us, we will want 
to include them in our prayers, both private and as 
a community. We will also wish to gather together 
with other Christians at every opportunity for the 
express purpose of praying for our present unity in 
Christ to be strengthened and brought to deeper 
and more visible expression. In fact, the act of 
separated Christians praying together is already a 
visible sign of our unity in Christ. 

9. In addition to this renewed call to the practice 

of ‘spiritual ecumenism’, we may also observe 
that despite many levels of agreement arrived at 
through the offi cial dialogue process, much of 
this agreement has yet to bear fruit at the level 
of reception in the actual life of our churches. 
Decisions have been made and suggestions have 
been offered for the expression of greater unity 
between Christians, but these have not been 
truly received by our churches and communions. 
Yet Unitatis Redintegratio strongly advised that 
“Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem 
the truly Christian endowments from our common 
heritage which are to be found among our 
separated brethren… Nor should we forget that 
anything wrought by the grace of the Holy Spirit in 
the hearts of our separated brethren can be a help 
to our own edifi cation” (UR §4).

In recent years, some theologians and Church 
leaders have been exploring a new approach 
to ecumenism which embodies this advice from 
the Second Vatican Council. This new approach 
is called ‘receptive ecumenism’. It seeks to 
identify particular gifts with which the Holy Spirit 
has endowed Christians in other churches and 
communions which we believe may be ‘a help 
to our own edifi cation’. Receptive ecumenism 
concerns ‘gift-receiving’ rather than ‘gift-giving’. 
We do not offer a gift to the other out of our own 
wealth, but in our poverty we request from the 
other the gift that may enrich us. 
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The vision of receptive ecumenism is that we might 
grow towards the basic goal of visible unity with 
one another by each tradition asking itself how it 
can be enriched within its own intrinsic identity. 
Such a vision of future unity cannot be traced out 
in detail ahead of time. By receiving gifts from 
one another, we grow toward one another, toward 
greater structural and sacramental communion. 
This is possible because we can be enriched by 
the other in spite of the real differences that exist 
between us. We do not have to wait for perfect 
agreement on all aspects of the Faith in order 
to begin receiving these gifts from one another. 
Ultimately the call to ‘receptive ecumenism’ is in 
line with the call to holiness and the call to full 
communion in the life of the Trinity.

10. Are there ‘seeds’ in the Second Vatican 
Council’s Decree on Ecumenism that are still 
waiting to germinate or perhaps even be sown? 
Undoubtedly; and foremost among these is the 
vision of the Church presented by the Council, not 
only in Unitatis Redintegratio, but also in Lumen 
Gentium, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. 

A major stumbling block in the progress of the 
movement toward the full visible unity of all 
Christians is the wide assumption that the existence 
of a multiplicity of ‘denominations’ is the natural 
state of the Church. In Australia, due largely to 
our historical origins as a migrant nation, this 
fragmentation of Christianity is the reality with 
which we are most accustomed. Never having 
known anything other than these ever-present 
divisions, many fi nd it hard even to imagine what 
a unifi ed Christian communion might look like, let 
alone to long and to pray for such a visible reality. 
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Yet Unitatis Redintegratio declares at the very 
beginning “Christ the Lord founded one Church 
and one Church only” (§1). While variety is sign of 
the wealth of God’s grace in the Church, it is not 
God’s will that the disciples of Jesus Christ live in 
broken communion. True Christian charity cannot 
be reconciled to the continuation of tragic divisions. 
Lumen Gentium declared that ‘the Church is in 
Christ like a sacrament or as a sign and instrument 
both of a very closely knit union with God and 
of the unity of the whole human race’ (LG §1). 
According to the same document ‘the Church, 
equipped with the gifts of its Founder and faithfully 
guarding His precepts of charity, humility and self-
sacrifi ce, receives the mission to proclaim and to 
spread among all peoples the Kingdom of Christ 
and of God and to be, on earth, the initial budding 
forth of that kingdom’ (LG §5). 

Therefore, Unitatis Redintegratio declared that ‘the 
Church…is God’s only fl ock; it is like a standard 
lifted high for the nations to see it: for it serves 
all humankind through the Gospel of peace as it 
makes its pilgrim way in hope toward the goal of 
the fatherland above’ (UR §2). We may well ask 
ourselves: How can a divided Christianity act as a 
sign of that unity which God plans for the whole 
of humanity in his Kingdom? Is not the sign value 
of the Church broken by visible divisions between 
the followers of Christ? As Bishops of the Church 
in Australia, we call each Australian Catholic to a 

renewed vision of the Church as the One Flock of 
Christ and to a renewed prayer that all the sheep 
who belong to his fl ock may be united as one under 
him as the One Shepherd. The call to Christian unity 
is a call to be a functional sign of God’s plan for the 
whole human race.

11. There is yet another seed embedded in the text 
of Unitatis Redintegratio to which we would draw 
attention, namely the very bold call for the renewal 
of the whole Catholic Church. The Council Fathers 
declared:

Every renewal of the Church is essentially 
grounded in an increase of fi delity to her own 
calling. Undoubtedly this is the basis of the 
movement toward unity. Christ summons the 
Church to continual reformation as she sojourns 
here on earth. The Church is always in need of 
this, in so far as she is an institution of human 
beings here on earth. Thus if, in various times 
and circumstances, there have been defi ciencies 
in moral conduct or in church discipline, or 
even in the way that church teaching has been 
formulated—to be carefully distinguished from 
the deposit of faith itself—these can and should 
be set right at the opportune moment. Church 
renewal has therefore notable ecumenical 
importance. (UR §6) 

   

“How can a divided 
Christianity act as a sign of 
that unity which God plans for 
the whole of humanity...? ”
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We have already spoken of ‘spiritual ecumenism’ 
which calls for personal conversion and renewal; but 
here is an even broader vision which encompasses 
the conversion of the whole Church. 

Today, Christ is still calling his Church to continual 
renewal. As we have refl ected, the Second Vatican 
Council proposed ‘the universal call to holiness’ 
as a key criteria for the constant purifi cation of 
the Church. In addition to this, every pope since 
the Council has called us to embrace ‘the New 
Evangelisation’. Pope Francis, in Evangelii Gaudium, 
has called for nothing less than a ‘Spirit-fi lled’ and 
‘missionary transformation’ of the Church. Thus, as 
a human institution, the Church must constantly be 
reformed by the call to holiness and the mission to 
proclaim the Good News of Jesus Christ. We, the 
Bishops of the Church in Australia, are of the mind 
that such renewal in the Church, which comes from 
the Holy Spirit and responds to the Spirit’s impulse, 
is necessary also in the quest for Christian unity, 
because it leads the Church deeper into communion 
with Christ and into her true Christ-given identity. 

12. Fifty years ago, the Decree on Ecumenism, 
Unitatis Redintegratio, sowed the seeds of a 
renewed movement toward Christian unity within 
the Catholic Church. Today, those seeds still need 
to be sown, watered, tended and nurtured in the 
hearts of every Catholic in Australia. Ecumenism, 
that is, the desire, prayer and action for full visible 
Christian unity, cannot be regarded as an optional 
extra for Catholics, to be pursued only by those who 
have a special interest in this regard. We all have 
a responsibility to work and pray for the full visible 
unity of all Christians.

The Decree on Ecumenism enunciated fi ve ‘initiatives 
and activities’ to be ‘planned and undertaken, 
according to the various needs of the Church and as 
opportunities offer, to promote Christian unity (UR §4). 
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These were: 

1) to make ‘every effort to avoid expressions, 
judgements and actions which do not 
represent the condition of our separated 
brothers and sisters with truth and fairness 
and so make mutual relations with them 
more diffi cult’;

2) to initiate ‘dialogue between competent 
experts from different churches and 
communities’;

3) to cooperate with other Christian churches 
and communities ‘in the duties for the 
common good of humanity which are 
demanded by every Christian conscience’;

4) to engage in ‘prayer in common’; 

5) and fi nally for all ‘to examine their own 
faithfulness to Christ’s will for the Church 
and accordingly to undertake with vigour 
the task of renewal and reform’.

Each of us can fi nd something here that we can do. 
We recommend that these paths to be taken up once 
again now wherever we are. As we wrote in 2012, 
‘It is time to commit ourselves anew to the modern 
ecumenical movement…, and we, the Catholic 
Bishops of Australia, invite all Australian Catholics to 
join us in such a renewed commitment.’4 

Let us pray for the Spirit’s guidance, 
and ask: How am I beingg called to sow 
the seeds of Christian unity?

4 The Impulse of God’s Grace, ACBC Pastoral Letter on the 
Centenary of the Ecumenical Movement 2010
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“‘It is time to commit ourselves anew to the modern 
ecumenical movement…, and we, the Catholic Bishops 
of Australia, invite all Australian Catholics to join us in 
such a renewed commitment.’ 

Let us pray for the Spirit’s guidance, and ask: How am I 
being called to sow the seeds of Christian unity?”
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