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Preamble

Writing in Dublin in 1749, John Wesley, in his Letter to a Roman Catholic, comments,

You have heard ten thousand stories of us, who are commonly called Protestants, of which, if you believe only one in a thousand, you must think very hardly of us. But this is quite contrary to our Lord’s rule, ‘Judge not that ye be not judged’; and has many ill consequences, particularly this – it inclines us to think as hardly of you. Hence we are on both sides less willing to help each other, and more ready to hurt each other. Hence brotherly love is utterly destroyed; and each side looking on the other as monsters, gives way to anger, hatred, malice, to every unkind affection, which have frequently broke out in such inhuman barbarities as are scarce named among the heathens1.

Perceptions did not improve at any great speed, and in 1765 he was writing, somewhat wryly,

It is not easy to reckon up the various accounts which have been given of the People called Methodists. Very many of them as far remote from truth as that given by the good gentleman in Ireland: ‘Methodists! Ay, they are the people who place all religion in wearing long beards’2.


These comments of the founding father of ‘the people called Methodist’ indicate something of the distorted views Catholics and Methodists have held of each other. And, in spite of some forty years of theological dialogue between the World Methodist Council and the Roman Catholic Church, these views may well, indeed do, remain in some places.


What, then, has this dialogue achieved? Has it made any difference at all to how we, as Methodists and Roman Catholics, view each other and to how we interact? Are the cordial relationships enjoyed within theological commissions replicated at the proverbial grassroots?


Those from a farming background may be familiar with that important piece of cowshed furniture, the milking stool. It is small and squat and has only three legs. Each is essential if the stool is to function as intended. This may not be an entirely inappropriate image:  the ecumenical enterprise needs three ‘legs’ too - theological exploration, structural flexibility and local engagement in order to be fruitful.


Theological progress remains in the ‘ivory tower’ if it is not implemented in the structures of the Churches and among the faithful; structural change is cosmetic if nothing is happening among the people in our Churches and if there is no theological foundation; ecumenical relationships at local level are stifled unless there is movement structurally and in theological thinking;


This, however, is much more easily said than achieved. Geoffrey Wainwright speaks of the tension which is perceived to exist between what the theologians are doing in their ‘ivory towers’ and what is happening at the ‘grassroots’ level3 

…the ecumenical ‘movement’ has moved – or needed to move – in two directions, sometimes characterized as ‘from the top down’ and ‘from the bottom up’.  Theoretical insights and practical initiatives have sometimes come from church leaders; and doctrinal dialogues have been conducted by ecclesiastical hierarchs and professional theologians.  The question then becomes one of ‘reception’ among what the jargon designates as ‘the grass roots’4.


But, he goes on to point out, this can be perceived as ‘condescending’, and, conversely, lay and local initiatives can be interpreted as “a practical and sacramental ‘impatience’ (which) appear to override concerns of faith and order that are legitimate over a wider topographical range and in the longer historical term”5.


This evening, I would like to reflect on the considerable achievement of the long-standing theological dialogue between the two World Communions and then on something of the lived experience of the relationship between Catholics and Methodists in a variety of places.

The nature of dialogue and Methodist practice in dialogue

Concerning the nature and function of theological dialogues, Harding Meyer makes two points so obvious that they are easily overlooked:

First, they are official church dialogues in that they are authorised by the respective church authorities who appoint the delegates and to whom the results must be directly submitted. Second, they are mainly concerned with doctrinal matters (esp. authority in the church, eucharist, ministry, ecclesiology), the aim being to overcome the church-divisive divergences inherited from the past and reach agreements on these issues sufficient for the establishment of closer fellowship6.

And certain features are pre-requisite:7

Firstly, dialogue partners need to have a common starting point, a meeting place, in terms of faith and practice; otherwise, where to start?


Secondly and equally clearly, there must be significant differences between them in at least some critical matters; otherwise, why bother?


Thirdly, partners must have a goal, a point to which they wish to move; otherwise, the process becomes, literally, pointless.


Fourthly, partners need to concentrate on issues which have divided them; otherwise dialogue runs the risk of becoming too diffuse.


The World Methodist Council has entered dialogue with a number of partners – the Roman Catholic Church, the Lutheran World Federation, the World Alliance of Reformed Churches, the Anglican Communion, the Salvation Army and, in an exploratory manner, with the Ecumenical Patriarchate8.


There is a certain family likeness among these resulting documents. Dr Wainwright summarizes these9 and I paraphrase:


•
There is doctrinal responsibility: though John Wesley differentiated between essential beliefs and nonessential beliefs (‘opinions’), he was firm about what he believed to be those essentials of the faith.


•
There is spiritual engagement: an acknowledgement of the Reality beyond the realities;


•
There is a missionary thrust: ‘the people called Methodist’ owe their beginnings to the impulse ‘to spread Scriptural holiness throughout the land’ and they continue that thrust;


•
And there is explicit glorification of the Triune God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, in the texts of all the dialogues.

The Methodist/ Roman Catholic International Commission

The Methodist / Roman Catholic dialogue was among the first to be established in the wake of the Second Vatican Council. The World Methodist Council, meeting in London in 1966, accepted the invitation to embark on dialogue and the first meeting took place in 1967. It has continued without break.


The Commission works in five-year series of meetings, in step with the meetings of the World Methodist Council. There have been eight agreed statements and these have been presented simultaneously to the Council and to the Vatican. The Council habitually receives each ‘with gratitude’ and the Vatican acknowledges each by appointing a scholar to comment on the text. Conscious that a continuity of thought and work builds a certain momentum, the Commission has often indicated themes for the next phase.


With the tacit assent of the Roman Catholic side, the documents have assumed popularly the name of the location in which the relevant World Methodist Council has met and its date10. Hence the latest document will be known as Seoul 2006, despite its proper title, The Grace Given You in Christ. We have been known to remonstrate with ourselves about this every now and again, but to little avail!


Cardinal Cassidy, speaking to the Conference of the Methodist Church in Great Britain in June 1998, commented on the nature of this particular dialogue, observing that

It has been working away quietly (perhaps too quietly!), but steadily. It has been …like a deepening conversation, in which we have attempted to listen to each other, to find common ground and recognize that there are areas that are not contentious, in order then to look at similarities and differences11.


This dialogue has indeed received very little public attention in spite of its long standing. At a colloquium in honour of Cardinal Kasper in Durham, England, earlier this year (2006), a member of the most recent Roman Catholic team commented that this is the Cinderella of the dialogues. Grace restrained him from indicating who might be the Ugly Sisters, but the question is: when do we get to the Ball?

The Reports of the Methodist/Roman Catholic International Commission

The first report of the Commission was presented to the Vatican and to the World Methodist Council in Denver in 1971.


This was an introductory and tentative document. The respective teams were, understandably, in exploratory mode, feeling their way in a new situation and with a new relationship. There was an effort to establish common ground on non-contentious issues such as spirituality and Christianity in the contemporary world, and then to move on more sensitive issues such as some associated with Christian home and family life. The latter part of the document raised some of the issues which have subsequently emerged as most significant in the Commission’s work: eucharist, ministry and authority12.


While acknowledging the significance of these issues, and, in particular, that of authority, the Commission

… agreed to postpone these important questions because it seemed to us fundamentally important to begin, not with our differences and disagreements, but with our agreements and with that fundamental unity without which all our conversations would cease to be conversations between Christians13.


The next report, Dublin 1976, also considered a range of issues. It noted that

more than once… we have been called to recognize our common heritage; not just to put an ecumenical veneer on the otherwise unalterable furniture of our separation, but to discover the underlying realities on which our churches are founded and to which the common feature of our heritage point. Now we must go further …14

The third report was the first to have a thematic focus. Towards a Statement on the Holy Spirit (Honolulu 1981) notes that ‘Methodists and Catholics repeatedly discover a notable rapport when they speak of spirituality, the life of the Spirit.’ The second section of this report rejoices in the delicately balanced title, “The Holy Spirit, Christian Experience and Authority”, picking up on what may be neuralgic issues for Methodists and Catholics respectively. It highlights the tension between the outcome of the Holy Spirit’s role in drawing believers into faith communities and the role of the Spirit in the teaching and disciplining task of the Church. Among ‘problems or differences which have recurred and seemed most obstinate’15, it identifies ‘The Nature of the Church’ as the theme for the next phase of the dialogue.


The fourth report in this dialogue was called Towards a Statement on the Church (Nairobi 1986).  The document seeks to project a model of church for a time of unity: “As we reflect on a reunited Church, we cannot expect to find an ecclesiology shaped in a time of division to be entirely satisfactory”16. The text begins with a broad view of the nature of the Church and gradually narrows the focus to a concentration on the area of Petrine ministry, thus moving from the more generally agreed to the more generally contentious. It is here that we find stated for the first time the goal of this dialogue:  full communion in faith, mission and sacramental life17.


Moving to a more detailed examination of structures of ministry18, and, in particular, of the Petrine Office19, this report seeks, through Scripture and history, to discern a more universal pattern for ministry. The Church has always needed a God-given ministry, but

…we are not agreed on how far this development of ministry is now unchangeable and how far loyalty to the Holy Spirit requires us to recognize other forms of oversight and leadership that have developed, often at times of crisis or new opportunity in Christian history20.


Prophetically, provocatively or prematurely, but, in any case, tentatively, it suggests that

It would not be inconceivable that at some future date in a restored unity, Roman Catholic and Methodist bishops might be linked in one episcopal college and that the whole body would recognize some kind of effective leadership and primacy in the Bishop of Rome21.


And now, or so it seems to me, that the commission moves, consciously or otherwise, into a more focussed mode.


The fifth report, The Apostolic Tradition (Singapore 1991) attempts to set out the theological perspectives in which more specific questions may be viewed. With the motif of koinonia very much in the ecumenical mind at the time, the working definition of tradition became ‘koinonia in time’. Set in an understanding of ‘The Apostolic Faith: its Teaching, Transmission and Reception’, it was hoped that ministry might be viewed from a new perspective, that of ‘Serving within the Apostolic Tradition’ – to use the two main headings in the report.


It is precisely here that the major issues lie: apostolic succession and the role of bishops in the church, the nature of ordination and the location of authority in the Church. These are issues which continue to exercise this – and other – dialogues.


In the sixth report, The Word of Life: a Statement on Revelation and Faith (Rio de Janeiro1996), the Commission was “looking for commonly acceptable ways of expounding the historical self-disclosure and indeed self-gift of the triune God, focussed in Jesus Christ, the Word made flesh, and brought home to successive generations of believers by the Holy Spirit, released in power at Pentecost”22.  It sought also to consolidate agreement reached thus far and to provide a basis for movement to more contentious issues.


The report observes that

…Roman Catholics and Methodists share a common concern regarding the Church universal as an expression of communion in Christ. But they differ widely in their beliefs about the means which God has given to attain or preserve this goal. These differences may be the greatest hindrances on the way to full communion23.


However, the publication in 1995 of the Papal encyclical Ut Unum Sint24, with its oft-quoted paragraph 96, encouraged the dialogue to suggest that

Future study could address the related topics of pastoral and doctrinal authority, the offices of oversight in the church and succession in them, and the offer made by Rome of a Petrine ministry in the service of unity and communion25.


Thus the seventh report, Speaking the Truth in Love (Brighton, England, 2001), turned its attention to the issues surrounding teaching authority among Catholics and Methodists. This report deviates from the usual pattern, in that the first section states in systematic form what the commission believes it possible to agree on concerning authoritative teaching, noting the divergences that remain and the questions one side would like to put to the other, while the second describes the practices and understanding of each party in a way readily accessible to the other. It is suggested that those unfamiliar with either or both partners should read this first!


The report indicates considerable agreement in many areas, but differences remain over teaching authority. Acknowledging that “Christ’s Church is totally dependent on the free gift of God’s grace for every aspect of its life and work”26, the report reflects on how this grace may be channelled and through whom.  Paragraph 61 crystallised this –

Methodists and Catholics affirm that baptism, confirmation and ordination are unrepeatable acts whereby God’s grace is conveyed to the recipient in special ways. However, some of our remaining differences centre on whether and how a means of grace may be ‘guaranteed’ or ‘trustworthy’. Catholics ask Methodists how and by what criteria they verify that a particular means is a trustworthy channel of God’s grace. Methodists ask Catholics whether the idea of the guaranteed quality of a sacrament takes full account of the weakness, limitations and sinfulness of the human beings called to be agents of God’s grace….


The eighth and most recent report, The Grace Given You in Christ (Seoul 2006), indicates in its subtitle something of the ‘cumulative’ methodology of this dialogue – ‘Catholics and Methodists further reflect on the Church.’ (my italics).


The opening chapter is historical in nature and reflects on the perceptions each partner has had of the other over the years. Though there was sometimes genuine understanding, the report observes that mutual evaluations were more often

… coloured by the religious, social and political conflicts which have generally characterised relationships between Protestants and Catholics, and they were fed by mutual ignorance, defective understandings or partial views of each other27.


Both communions “acknowledge the changes that came with the Second Vatican Council…as a result (of which) there has been a shift from polemics to dialogue, from accusation to respect and from ignorance to trust”28.


Posing the question ‘What is the Church?’ the second chapter builds on and reaffirms many of the findings which emerged in previous reports29. It concludes that Methodists and Catholics are agreed on much that constitutes Church – the role of the Holy Spirit in calling together the community of God’s people; the trinitarian ‘shape’ of the church as ‘People and Family of God the Father’, ‘Body and Bride of Jesus Christ, God the Son Incarnate’, ‘Living Temple of the Holy Spirit’;’ on ministry as “a gift from God to the Church, a graced service of the Church’s living communion with Christ throughout the world and through the ages”30.


The serious divergences are clearly in the consideration of ministry and these include “a precise understanding of the sacramental nature of ordination, the magisterial role of the episcopate in apostolic succession, the assurance asserted of certain authoritative acts of teaching , and the place and role of the Petrine ministry”31.


Picking up on the language of ‘gift’ used in Ut Unum Sint32, and acknowledging that “the Holy Spirit is the true giver of the gifts we are seeking to exchange”33. the third chapter seeks to identify the principle ways in which Methodists and Roman Catholics are able to recognize each other’s ecclesial character; and then highlights “the gifts we truly have to offer each other in the service of Christ in the world”34,


Acknowledging that there is a difference of starting place: “Catholics have an instinct for the whole and an emphasis upon the confident actions of the Church as Church, while Methodists have an instinct for the individual and an emphasis upon the assurance that each individual has”35, and, further, that “Catholics tend to think first of apostolic succession and Methodists of mission”36, the report proceeds to consider what we might each offer the other.


Time does not permit a full enumeration, but among those which Methodists might offer Roman Catholics are37

•
the role of lay people in both preaching and the decision-making process of the church;


•
a concept of ministry which includes lay people and which includes women among the ordained;


•
a characteristic ethos in worship and spirituality, expressed often, though not exclusively, through the hymns of Charles Wesley.


The gifts Roman Catholics, in their turn, might offer Methodists include38

•
an articulated ecclesiology , with a sense of continuity both in space and in time;


•
the Petrine ministry, offered as a service of love and unity;


•
those doctrines, which at the Reformation, became obscured rather than reformed of excess and which, at the Second Vatican Council, were re-articulated; among these understandings of the Eucharist and of the priesthood;


We are taught that it is more blessed to give than to receive, but we need to be sensitive to the possibility of a ‘dead mouse’ gift39.  What we treasure, and even feel we may sacrifice in the giving, may be distasteful and unacceptable to the intended recipient! Methodists and Roman Catholics need at all times to be sensitive to each other!


Noting Pope Benedict’s words that “Concrete gestures that enter hearts and stir consciences are essential, inspiring in everyone that inner conversion that is the prerequisite for all ecumenical progress”40, the final chapter of the report seeks to ground the agreement reached throughout the forty years of this dialogue.


This section is carefully structured in terms of the declared goal of the dialogue – full communion in faith, mission and sacramental life. It notes a number of national Methodist/Roman Catholic dialogues – in Great Britain, New Zealand and the United States –


Outlining a number of principles and proposals for closer working together, the Report allows that

The practical proposals outlined in this chapter do not exhaust the possibilities for closer collaboration …..nor are they equally relevant to the groups specifically addressed in this report. Nevertheless, these proposals constitute a comprehensive set of concrete gestures that will assist our two communions as we journey towards the next stage on the way to our full visible unity41.


This report was presented to the World Methodist Council meeting in Seoul, South Korea, in July 2006. It was received with enthusiasm. It has also been presented to the Vatican, who will commission a response. We wait to see the direction the next phase will take…!


David Chapman, in a paper presented during the last session of the dialogue, suggests that

Perhaps the most basic question for the Joint Commission to address is how Methodists and Catholics can together revisit the undivided history of the Church to find sources, methods and norms for an ecclesiology that will enable subsequent differences to be overcome42.

Audience with His Holiness, Pope Benedict XVI

The work of the Commission was marked in a significant way last December (2005) when a delegation from the World Methodist Council was received in private audience with Pope Benedict XVI. Commenting on the ‘patient and persevering dialogue in which we have engaged,’ His Holiness observed that

These efforts have been candid in addressing areas of difference. They have also demonstrated a considerable degree of convergence and are worthy of reflection and study. Our dialogue and the many ways in which Catholics and Methodists have become better acquainted have allowed us to recognize together some of those “Christian treasures of great value”…. let us seek to foster a mutual commitment to the Word of God, to witness and to joint prayer43.

Formal Association with ‘Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification’

There has been an interesting development involving a mutual partner, the Lutheran World Federation.


At the meeting of the World Methodist Council Executive in Oslo, Norway (September 2002), congratulations were sent to the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation on the signing of the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification. Discussion began as to the possibility of the World Methodist Council ‘signing up’ to an historic and significant agreement reached between two of its own dialogue partners on an issue of fundamental theological importance. After discussion with representatives of the Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran World Federation, a draft text associating the Council with the Declaration was sent to all the member churches of the World Methodist Council for response and comment. The responses received were unanimous in their support.  On Sunday, July 23rd, 2006, in the presence of the World Methodist Conference in Seoul, representatives of the three World Communions signed an Official Common Declaration44.


The methodology here may hold promise for other dialogues and agreements. Being more than a dialogue, yet not quite multilateral, it allows for associations of the like-minded, so to speak, on specific theological issues.

Mind the Gap!

Those who have travelled on the London Underground system will be familiar with the intoned warning, ‘Mind the gap!’45 Those undertaking the ecumenical journey need also to mind the gap, the gap between the theological discourse and the lived experience of the faithful. As with the London Underground, the gap varies: sometimes it is hardly noticeable, other times it is considerable.


The commission acknowledges that “an international report cannot take proper account of the immense variety of local circumstances that affect relations between Catholics and Methodists in different parts of the world.”46.  Nevertheless, when considering Methodist/ Roman Catholic relations as a whole, honesty compels us to acknowledge and to deal with the gap47.  There are many factors – we can only consider a few.


Firstly, in most situations, the Methodist Church is in a minority situation in relation to the Roman Catholic Church. There are, after all, some one and a half billion Roman Catholics and just seventy four million Methodists. This clearly affects the relationship between the two communions at local level.


Colin Ride, Europe Secretary of the Methodist Church in Great Britain, has observed

It’s a bit like the elephant and the mouse. The elephant doesn’t always see the mouse, so the mouse gets trampled; even if it does see the mouse, it gets ignored because it’s so small. On the other hand a few elephants notice the mouse and try not to tread on it as they realise it has a life of its own but because the elephant is so big it’s hard for it do things differently.

Less colourfully perhaps, the Seoul document notes that

While doctrine and theology are of major importance in the life of the churches, the religious experience of the faithful cannot be separated from their social setting. Majorities tend to restrict the freedom of minorities. When, in the past, Methodism was part of a Protestant majority or ascendancy, it tended to contribute to the marginalisation of Roman Catholics in society and to the imposition of measures against the free exercise of their faith. Likewise, where Roman Catholicism dominated, it tended to marginalise Protestants, including Methodists, to prevent them from full participation in society, and to limit the free practice of their faith and exercise of conscience48.


There can be no question about this. To illustrate from Ireland, it was clearly the case that the majority influence on the legislative body has served in times past to block access for non-Catholics (ie. members of other Christian traditions and those of other faiths and none) to services such as contraception and divorce. Catholic ethos and practice in hospitals in the field of obstetrics left non-Catholic mothers feeling insecure about their treatment. And this perception – or reality – lingers in rumbling arguments about the ethos of the large teaching hospitals particularly in Dublin.


In Ireland, Methodists are a minority within a minority. All-too-often, ecumenical relations are perceived, at least by the media, as relations between Anglicans and Roman Catholics. The growing number of Orthodox Christians, members of ‘new churches’ and of African and other indigenous churches may serve as a corrective to this!


It is the case that majorities tend to know little about the minorities among them. A minister who formerly served in this city comments that

Italian Catholicism is something of an enigma! The vicinity of the Vatican at the centre of the nation’s capital means that, despite the effects of secularism, Catholicism continues to have a profound influence on the national conscience, political and social life. One would therefore expect recent developments within Catholicism to be felt in Italy before anywhere else.

He continues…

At a certain superficial level this can be seen in ecumenical relations.  Shortly after the second Vatican Council, each Diocese nominated an Ecumenical Officer whose task was, and continues to be today to encourage contact between the Roman Catholic Diocese and other Churches, particularly Protestants and Orthodox….

And he comments that…

On the other hand, the understanding of Protestantism in general and of Methodism in particular in even the most ecumenically active Parishes is very limited and quite shallow.  When asked to speak about Protestantism at Catholic Parishes I never ceased to be amazed by the ignorance I encountered, both from laity and clergy.  We are frequently confused with Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses; many asked me whether we believed in Jesus, the Holy Spirit and whether we celebrated Christmas and Easter!

I can echo that from personal experience in Ireland.


Secondly, it should be recognized that the picture varies enormously, with all that that means of the need for stories to be shared and lessons to be learned.


An Austrian minister reports that
In many parishes ecumenical groups exist; pulpit exchange, ecumenical worship services are being held. So- called ecumenical marriages are not a problem any more. There are clear regulations and agreements. All this has become ecumenical normality. In Vienna and Graz days or weekends of theological studies are organised regularly once or twice a year. These events have helped people to understand the different theological and spiritual traditions of the different churches. They helped to establish an atmosphere of mutual respect and interest.


Speaking of co-operation in religious broadcasting, he observes that

This form of ecumenical cooperation has helped to establish a kind of ecumenical fellowship and friendship across all confessional lines that still nourish all other ecumenical forms of living and working together.


But, in other places, there remains ‘theological name-calling’ of a nasty kind.


In parts of Latin America, where the Roman Catholic Church is in majority of about 85%, situations arise where “there is very little working together… with RC’s labeling evangelicals as ‘sects’ and evangelicals calling the RC’s ‘papist’ or ‘heretics’”.


Sadly, in spite a history of working together on social concerns in Brazil, internal dissention between ‘liberals’ and ‘conservatives’ in the Methodist Church has led to a call for the Methodist Church to withdraw from any body which includes the Roman Catholic Church. This, in turn, has been welcomed by an element within the Roman Catholic Church opposed to ecumenical dialogue.


A comment from Pakistan indicates that

there remains a very real antipathy between Protestants and Catholics with a lot of Protestants thinking that they are the true bible-believers and the Catholics thinking that Protestants are outside the kingdom.

But Methodists and Catholics are at one when there are social issues of one kind or another with which they need to engage together.


A theologian from Brazil comments that

After the 1960s, the Methodist Church championed ecumenism in Brazil and worked very closely with the Catholic Church. This was important after 1964 and during the 1970s, when both churches worked together in social projects and opposed the military dictatorship in Brazil by supporting liberation theology.


Similarly from Sri Lanka

What brings us together is social conditions and not any Biblical or Theological foundations. For example, there is regular contact and mutual consultation on issues related to the nation. This is very specifically manifest in the Northern and Eastern provinces where the impact of the ethnic conflict is acute.


from Pakistan

The United Church of Pakistan (of which the Methodists are a part), has a relationship of support and cooperation with the Roman Catholic Church in areas of advocacy, human rights and education…as a minority church within an Islamic context much of relationship and work is harmonious for purposes of witness and identity.

However, a South African minister observes

My personal sense is that since1994 …relations have got weaker. Prior to 1994 there was a solidarity in the struggle against apartheid which went deep and found expression in resistance and protest. It is missing now.

Thirdly, this dialogue, in common with other dialogues, has a major problem with reception. Most Methodists and Catholics are quite simply not aware that it exists and therefore it has not informed their relationship in any way.


It would undoubtedly be helpful if there were more local/regional dialogues. There are very few.  This can be attributed at least in part to disparity in numbers. “We are too small to be considered as a reliable ecumenical partner for any dialogue in depth,” says a Methodist bishop from Portugal.


Notable, however, are the dialogue committees in Great Britain, New Zealand and the United States. The dialogues in Great Britain and in the United States have reflected on the documents of the International Commission and have produced agreed statements of their own. In particular, the British Methodist/Roman Catholic Committee has produced a document on Mary, Mother of the Lord – towards a shared understanding – a theme with which the International Commission has not yet engaged49. Of the dialogue in New Zealand, one member comments that

It has not been our inclination here to produce ‘agreed statements’.  Rather we have examined major areas of difference, such as priesthood and ministry, eucharist and baptism.  In the third phase …there have been discussions on end-of-life issues and euthanasia, on the churches’ social witness and music in worship.


The President of the Methodist Church in Sri Lanka, Ebezener Joseph, makes the pertinent comment that

What is needed is for an official proclamation by Vatican and the World Methodist Council to make it mandatory for localised discussions on areas of agreements reached and for them to formulate the practical implications at the local level, if it is to further strengthen relationships and see practical, action-oriented consequences.

Following the signing of the document of association with the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification, a Korean theologian emailed me observing that

… most of Korean Methodist bishops are apprehensive about the July ‘theological shock’ at the World Methodist Conference...... The anxiety of Korean bishops is mainly caused by their lack of understanding in the matter of the ecumenical dialogue.
The Korean Methodist bishops are not alone in this matter, I suspect!

Conclusion

In welcoming his Excellency Philip McDonagh, to the Holy See, Pope John Paul drew attention to the significance of the ecumenical task

The message of the Gospel cannot be separated from the call to a change of heart; neither can evangelization be isolated from ecumenism and the promotion of fellowship, reconciliation and openness to others, especially to other Christians. May the initiatives of all those who seek peace and reconciliation be blessed by God’s grace and bear fruit for the children of tomorrow50.


The task is far from completed, even after forty years. The theological dialogue has come a long and encouraging way; Methodists and Roman Catholics are working, praying, witnessing together in a way that would not have seemed possible even fifty years ago. To return to the image of the milking stool, it isn’t as steady as it might be, but it is a good deal less wobbly than it was!We should not be discouraged, we are in a very different place to where we were before we started – and it is a better place. It is a matter of keeping on keeping on, as my mother would say.Welcoming his Excellency, Francis Campbell, to the Holy See, Pope Benedict made precisely this point

I encourage all those involved in this work never to rest content with partial solutions but to keep firmly in view the goal of full visible unity among Christians which accords with the Lord’s will for his Church51.


John Wesley concluded his Letter to a Roman Catholic with words which have something for every stage of relationship between the two communions…

In the name, then, and in the strength of God, let us resolve, first, not to hurt one another; to do nothing unkind or unfriendly to each other, nothing which we would not have done to ourselves. Rather let us endeavor after every instance of a kind, friendly, and Christian behavior towards each other.

Let us resolve, secondly, God being our helper, to speak nothing harsh or unkind of each other. The sure way to avoid this is to say all the good we can both of and to one another; in all our conversation, either with or concerning each other, to use only the language of love, to speak with all softness and tenderness, with the most endearing expression which is consistent with truth and sincerity.

Let us, thirdly, resolve to harbor no unkind thought, no unfriendly temper towards each other. Let us lay the axe to the root of the tree; let us examine all that rises in our heart, and suffer no disposition there which is contrary to tender affection. Then shall we easily refrain from unkind actions and word, when the very root of bitterness is cut up.

Let us, fourthly, endeavor to help each other on in whatever we are agreed leads to the Kingdom. So far as we can, let us always rejoice to strengthen each other’s hands in God52.


Charles Wesley, younger brother of John, catches the sentiment perhaps more poetically

Christ, from whom all blessings flow,

Perfecting the saints below,

Hear us, who Thy nature share,

Who thy mystic body are.

Never from Thy service move,

Needful to each other prove;

Use the grace on each bestowed,

Tempered by the art of God.

Love, like death, has all destroyed,

Rendered all distinctions void;

Names and sects and parties fall;

Thou, O Christ, art all in all!53
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