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raymoor Ecumenical & Interreligious Institute,
like the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement more
generally, is at a significant moment in its history.
With this final issue of Ecumenical Trends in 2021, we
are celebrating the 50th anniversary of the journal: such a
moment as this is an opportunity to take stock, to celebrate
the achievements that have brought us this far, and to reflect
on the significance of this journal’s history for the ecumenical landscape as well as for the future of the Society of the
Atonement.

The Rev. James Loughran, SA, is Vicar General of
the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement, Director of
Graymoor Ecumenical & Interreligious Institute, and
Editor of Ecumenical Trends. He has long been involved
in ecumenical and interreligious affairs in the New York
area, and he is a veteran member of the USCCB dialogue
with the National Council of Synagogues. He has lectured
in seminaries, churches, and other houses of worship,
and he serves on the faculty of the Summer Course in
Ecumenism at the Centro Pro Unione in Rome.

Following the pattern of the interview series that has
generated collaborative ecumenical and interreligious insight in the pages of Ecumenical Trends over the past few
years, the editors of ET have chosen to compose a 50th anniversary editorial in dialogue with one another.

Dr. Aaron Hollander is Associate Director of Graymoor
Ecumenical & Interreligious Institute, Associate Editor
of Ecumenical Trends and Adjunct Professor of Theology
at Fordham University. He currently serves as Vice President
of the North American Academy of Ecumenists, on the
steering committee of the Ecclesiological Investigations
International Research Network, and on the faculty of the
Summer Course in Ecumenism at the Centro Pro Unione
in Rome. He is a scholar of ecumenical theology and lived
religion, with his PhD from the University of Chicago
Divinity School and his master’s degree from the Irish
School of Ecumenics (Trinity College Dublin).

Aaron Hollander: Fr. Jim, we’ve already published (in
Ecumenical Trends 49.1) some comments on the history of
Ecumenical Trends, but aspects of this history bear repeating insofar as they help us make sense of what a milestone
like this 50th anniversary might mean, as a tool for assessing
continued on page 2
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BEYOND THE OPEN DOOR, from page 1
our road ahead. Would you walk us through some of the key
factors in how Ecumenical Trends got its start?
Jim Loughran, SA: Well, between 1967 and 1968,
the Franciscan Friars of the Atonement had what we call
a “renewal chapter.” Canonically, it was our Sixth General
Chapter, and the results of that Chapter were confirmed by
the Seventh General Chapter in 1970. The Second Vatican
Council had called upon all Roman Catholic religious
communities to take some time to discern their founding
charism – why had they come into existence; what was the
purpose of their ministry; how was this ministry being maintained through the years; could it be informed in a different
way by the Second Vatican Council? Or else, had they in
fact become distracted and lost the sense of the particular
charism that motivated their existence as a distinct religious
order. This was a striking time in the history of the Catholic
Church, particularly in Western Europe and North America,
because it was a time to take seriously and digest into our
collective life all the many decrees and declarations of the
Second Vatican Council.
So the Friars did exactly that, as did so many other religious orders and congregations and societies of apostolic
life; and, as a result of these renewal chapters, certain challenging decisions were taken. One was that the Friars of
the Atonement came to agree that we were not primarily a
congregation that engaged in teaching, so even though our
new college seminary had been built at Graymoor in 1960,
by 1968 it was closed. Those friars who had been teaching
there were able to use their intellect to go into other kinds
of ministries, and some became great pastors, professors, or
librarians, but as a community we shifted our resources and
our focus to what, in fact, was the founding charism of the
community: ecumenical engagement in service of the unity
of the Church.
Our renewal chapter went hand in hand with an embrace of Vatican II’s conception of Christian unity, which
is compatible with the broader ecumenical movement and
entailed a full-throated entry of the Catholic Church into
that movement; prior to that, Catholic ecumenism (of the
sort that Father Paul of Graymoor, our founder alongside Mother Lurana White, would have promoted)
was primarily a seeking to reconcile “separated churches”

with the full visible unity that was held to be already present and sufficient in the Roman Catholic Church. For the
first eleven years of our history as a society, the Friars and
Sisters of the Atonement were Episcopalian, heavily influenced by the Oxford Movement that sought greater integrity
with Rome; both before and after the Society was received
into the Roman Catholic Church, the goal of its ecumenical
ministry was reconciliation with Protestants and Orthodox
Christians and Anglican Christians – truly in a spirit of
respect and dialogue – but the underlying aim was return,
motivating non-Catholic Christians to return in submission
to the authority of the See of Peter.
AH: But the pivotal conditions of Vatican II allowed for
a paradigm shift, not only in the Catholic Church at large,
but also in the Society of the Atonement’s perspective on
the nature, purpose, and method of ecumenism?
JL: Not just for the Society of the Atonement – there
were many religious communities striving to reimagine
and rearticulate their core charisms. I think of the Sisters of
Sion, for instance, who had spent over one hundred years
working to convert the Jews, all the while becoming ever
more connected with and committed to the well-being of
Jewish communities, which of course were under threat in
Europe and the Holy Land; after Vatican II they found a
new blossoming of self-understanding in Nostra Aetate’s
commitment to Christian-Jewish rapprochement, no longer
limited to an urge to convert them.
AH: That’s a good example. The Sisters’ renewal was
a true conversion, as Mary Boys describes it – a profound
process of corporate conversion, but one that led not away
from their original charism to a new and different purpose,
but to a flourishing of the original charism with new perspective on its purpose.1 It sounds like you’re suggesting
something similar was taking place at Graymoor?
JL: For the Friars of the Atonement, as for many other
societies, there was a pent-up desire to encounter other religious communities in a spirit of humility and hospitality,
without presupposing that we had the sole solution to their
own struggle to be whole. But as we were good Catholics,
there were limits on what we could do – it was kind of like
a problem that couldn’t be solved, always a circular convercontinued on page 3
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Atonement, but in cooperation with the Faith and Order
Commission of the National Council of Churches, which
also had Catholic membership. Ecumenical Trends became
a single vehicle for disseminating documents but also providing scholarly interpretation and pastoral consideration
of those documents for the sake of ecumenically interested
parties in the churches.

For the Friars of the Atonement,
as for many other societies, there
was a pent-up desire to encounter
other religious communities in a
spirit of humility and hospitality,
without presupposing that we
had the sole solution to their own
struggle to be whole.
sation, although there were cracks through which glimpses
of an alternative could be seen. And then, in the aftermath
of Vatican II, that alternative became a reality and the Friars
of the Atonement were able to experience their founding
charism of Christian unity and human unity (what we call, in
shorthand, “at-one-ment”) anew, in the fresh air of Vatican
II’s open windows and the dazzling light of the ecumenical
boom that followed.
We established Graymoor Ecumenical Institute in 1968
at our Motherhouse of Graymoor, in Garrison, NY, and the
Centro Pro Unione in Rome in 1969. The purpose of these
institutes was to equip and deploy the friars who were now
being trained to invest our energy and resources into the
post-Vatican II ecumenical moment. Ecumenical Trends
was born in this context.
The first Ecumenical Trends was published in April of
1972, having been edited by three friars: Fr. Ralph Thomas
(who was also the first Director of Graymoor Ecumenical
Institute), assisted by Fr. Edmund Delaney and Fr. Alexander
Kelleher. The periodical itself was not entirely new, but it
relaunched a joint publication of the National Council of
Churches and the National Conference of Catholic Bishops
(what is now the USCCB) that was being phased out. The
Faith and Order Commission of the National Council of
Churches had, for the better part of a decade, published
Faith and Order Trends – which was topical and not always
regular, in the sense that its purpose was to disseminate
documents that were being produced by Faith and Order,
at whatever pace those were becoming available. Parallel
to this, the NCCB published a newsletter called Directions
Unity, with the same purpose. In 1967, the two efforts were
joined under the title Unity Trends. This was edited by the
same Friars of the Atonement mentioned above. These friars
saw an opportunity to work with the National Council of
Churches and the NCCB, by offering to take over the publication of Unity Trends, broadening its scope, and making
it a more regular publication. And so, for the first few years,
Ecumenical Trends was published by the Friars of the
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

For the first few years of Ecumenical Trends, the direction given was that it should be a journal where the dialogues
themselves would be highlighted; it was still primarily a
resource for finding the latest statements – an information
service. That was a standard format – people wanted to know
what ARCIC was saying, what the Lutheran-Anglican dialogue was saying, what was going on. You couldn’t Google
it, in those primordial days before the internet, so you went
to Ecumenical Trends for the latest! But even as Ecumenical
Trends was primarily a news service every month, since this
what was most urgently needed, it always included commentary on those contemporary ecumenical affairs as well,
drawing on the insights of theologians from all the different
denominations that were engaged in dialogue.
AH: So from the beginning, Ecumenical Trends was
not just transmitting or communicating the results of dialogue that were happening elsewhere, but was processing
these results and facilitating new ecumenical exchange in
response to them. That’s important, I think, and we’ll need
to revisit it when we think about the way forward for the
journal.
JL: Yes indeed, but at the beginning this was marginal
compared with the information service dimension. Later
on, in the 70s and into the 80s, Ecumenical Trends moved
away from documentation as its primary function, and came
to place greater emphasis on original articles that provided
commentary and interpretation relating to how the various
dialogues were proceeding and what their significance
might be. What was going on that was new, what were the
trends (not just the individual accomplishments) that perhaps were not immediately apparent but were prevailing in
ecumenical conversations?
The main continuity over the years has been that
Ecumenical Trends has remained a vehicle for the promotion of ecumenism and interfaith dialogue (that is, not only
a site for documentation or analysis of that dialogue) – but
every generation has needed to discern how to do that most
productively in its own context. Some editors were particularly committed to expanding the interreligious element
of Ecumenical Trends, while others have included book
reviews, popular items, homilies, news items from different communities, and so forth. The journal has looked very
different over the years – appropriately so, since we are
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dedicated to meeting the ecumenical movement where it is,
reflecting on and contributing to it as seems most appropriate in the moment.
And now we have a new format again: six issues a year
rather than the eleven of previous years, issues that are more
substantial in size and content. We are currently pursuing,
it’s fair to say, a more scholarly approach than at various
stages in the past. We are soliciting more articles that contribute to and expand on themes which we have chosen,
emerging from the trends that we are discerning in the field.
This affords us the opportunity to do some very interesting,
novel, and provocative things. As I mentioned, Ecumenical
Trends is certainly committed to the flourishing of ecumenical exchange and reconciliation – it’s not a journal of
dissent, in other words. But it’s not a journal of official
orthodoxy either. We have ideas that appear in Ecumenical
Trends that the Pontifical Council would not officially promote – and I have it on good authority that, when they get
their issue, they eagerly read it and enjoy encountering these
challenging ideas – because we’re hosting perspectives that
pose new and authentic questions about the status quo, from
outside the formal limits of inter-church dialogues.

Ecumenical Trends is certainly
committed to the flourishing of
ecumenical exchange and
reconciliation – it’s not a journal
of dissent, in other words.
But it’s not a journal of official
orthodoxy either.
AH: I hope that the merit of this approach is evident in
features such as this past January’s Baptist and Anabaptist
responses to Fratelli Tutti – vital opportunities for critical
engagement, appreciative dissent, and the like, which aren’t
just offering contrasting perspectives but themselves are in
service of meaningful ecumenical encounter and insight,
destabilizing the ways that our own interpretations of documents and accords become naturalized and appear selfevident in spite of being anything but.
What I’ve heard you say, in narrating us through this
history, is that Trends has changed many times, and so
doing, it’s found different ways of being itself – different
priorities in the kinds of content it includes, shifts in emphasis between reporting and analysis, shifts in tone between
popular and academic frameworks (and finding its way
somewhere in between with what we’ve been describing as
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021

“accessible scholarship”), and shifts in scope between the
primarily intra-Christian concerns of Faith and Order and
the wider questions of interreligious relations and human
peacebuilding. And I know that every one of these changes
is going to be met with a variety of reactions on the part of
the readership. But I think what’s important about this is
that Trends has survived and, actually, thrived by its adaptability, its willingness and ability to become different things
and bring different elements into the foreground. There’s a
wonderful line by T. S. Eliot: “I must borrow every changing shape to find expression.”2 The journal – like the friars’
ecumenical ministry more broadly – needs to be proactive
in its self-discovery of what is needed in each new moment,
without being so chameleonic that its core purpose can’t be
identified.
For instance, these past couple of years have seen
Ecumenical Trends highlight a regular interview series with
leaders in the field, affording us the opportunity not just to
feature a variety of perspectives, not just to report on others’
ecumenical activity, but really to generate ecumenical and
interfaith dialogue. Trends can and should be a site where
dialogue is happening, giving voice to unexpected possibilities of thought and exchange. The ideas that come up in
these interviews – and I’ve heard this now from several of
our conversation partners – are not just repetitions of what
our guests are saying or writing anyway. The interviews, at
their best, allow for the collaborative generation of insight,
producing something that wouldn’t be available if either
conversation partner were writing on their own.
It’s worth recognizing, in other words, that Trends
doesn’t just reflect, but also generates, ecumenical energy,
and this is important for thinking about its purpose. When
we host lectures or colloquia at GEII – for instance, we held
the roundtable on “Ecology and Ecumenicity” in late 2020,
and that became a print roundtable in early 2021 – we are
making new space for particular ecumenical conversations.
With the ecology roundtable, we hosted five different perspectives from five different churches on an urgent contemporary issue. We might say that there’s a sort of bilateral energy in the interviews and a multilateral creativity
in the roundtables stemming from GEII’s public programs.
In each case, moreover, we are reaching several different
kinds of audiences, including those who are more regularly
plugged into ecumenical affairs as well as those who might
just have come to listen to a one-off conversation on an
interesting topic.
JL: The interviews are also great occasions for connecting or reconnecting with people who have something
important to contribute, whose voice is urgently needed, but
perhaps they are not part of existing ecumenical networks
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or working groups, with the result that their perspectives too
often fall off the radar of a more sanitary, more structured
ecumenical infrastructure. But why shouldn’t they be at the
table? A lot of people think that ecumenical contributions
are made only by those with longstanding Faith and Order
bona fides, or expertise in comparative scholarship, or the
like. But no, you just have to be someone who believes in
the healing process for the church, or someone whose work
in whichever field offers some insight for the dynamics that
keep us apart and corrode our relationships.
Faith that we are better together than apart goes a long
way, because ecumenism is not a project in the sense of a
diplomatic effort to negotiate a treaty; it’s the work of the
Holy Spirit. An ecumenical document that does not make the
Holy Spirit central to the entire work is missing the forest
for the trees. And the Holy Spirit is not only blowing among
the institutional instruments of ecumenical rapprochement.
At Graymoor, we have a long history of grassroots ecumenism, among people in all strata of society, not just in the
halls of power and intellectual achievement. This, I should
say, is a meaningfully Franciscan dimension of our ecumenical charism. We work with the poor, we pour ourselves out in
caring for the poor – and not only with those who are crushed
by addiction, who are starving to death, but also with people
who are spiritually starving to death because they have been
betrayed and abused by society and its institutions, people
who don’t know where to go in the world anymore.
AH: In this respect, a healing and rehabilitation ministry like St. Christopher’s Inn is utterly integrated with the
ecumenical ministry of GEII and Trends – in the faith that
motivates them, in the love that they enact – love for the
poor, for the stranger, for the outcast and marginalized – and
in the hope from which they take the energy to sustain their
work in the midst of so much cruelty and tragedy.
Now, I’d like to come back to this issue you’ve just
raised, of the specifically Franciscan tradition of the Friars

At Graymoor, we have a long
history of grassroots ecumenism,
among people in all strata of
society, not just in the halls of
power and intellectual achievement.
This, I should say, is a meaningfully
Franciscan dimension of our
ecumenical charism.

of the Atonement. We’ve already spoken about, and we
could say much more about, the inspiration of Vatican II
in the creation and the progress of Ecumenical Trends.
But what about the Franciscan inspiration – how does the
Franciscan tradition shape the goals and content of Trends,
and at the same time, what does the journal offer in terms
of the Franciscan charism of the society that publishes it?
JL: Well, as the signature publication of the Friars of
the Atonement, Trends is and has to be deeply influenced
by the Franciscan culture and charism of the friars. GEII
(formerly GEI) was from the beginning a place of profound
hospitality for the ecumenical movement. The Franciscan
element of that hospitality is that we friars (and sisters as
well) have a religious DNA according to which we welcome everybody to the table. Hospitality is a core value.
I’m reminded of the story of Francis of Assisi and perfect joy. Francis was asked once to define perfect joy, and he
related to the friars the story of being locked out of a friary
himself – there was some knucklehead of a novice acting
as the porter, who didn’t know him, so Francis was knocking on the door and this novice was saying, “it’s the middle
of the night, go away!” “But it’s your brother Francesco!”
“Oh yeah, right, that’s a good one,” and so on. Three times
Francis tried to get in and was turned away, so eventually
he went off and slept under a tree. Finally, in the morning,
someone with authority opened the door, absolutely mortified – “Oh Francis, oh no, we didn’t know it was you!” And
Francis rebuked him: “Who cares if it was me? Why didn’t
you let in whoever you thought it was? As for me, I discovered the perfect joy of being rejected, by being a man with
nothing, no prestige or privilege, but as for you – how dare
you do anything but open the door to a stranger in need?”
This is what it comes back to for the Society of the
Atonement, and indeed for Ecumenical Trends: opening
the door. Opening the door to other people, other churches,
other ideas – opening the door and being hospitable, rather
than starting from a place of evaluating the status of the one
on the other side, rather than being able to welcome only
those whose credentials match our own. After all, Fr. Paul
Wattson was known for his emphatic commitment that no
man would be turned away from St. Christopher’s Inn for
any reason, and that no one would be turned away from
pilgrimage to Graymoor. There was a time when African
Americans had very little access to places like state parks
in New York, but they were always welcome at Graymoor.
There wasn’t the slightest hesitation or segregation! So too
with the community itself, from the time of Father Paul and
Mother Lurana forward – for generations, our brothers and
sisters in the community were racially integrated in a way
that much of the country would have found intolerable.
continued on page 6
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AH: And again, it’s not only letting people in – though
this is deeply important in its own right – but it’s letting
ideas in as well, ideas that might at first be uncomfortable or
foreign but are owed the dignity of attention. I think we see
this in the pages of Trends: an openness to real conversations that don’t have to presuppose a certain kind of attitude
or perspective or provenance. That freedom of encounter
and exchange is itself in service of deepening ecumenical
relationships.
JL: If you remember the last conference we had at St.
Peter’s Lutheran Church in New York (in 2019), the whole
gathering had as its watchword: “Do not be afraid of dialogue.” And for us, that does not come as a surprise. It’s
a deeply Franciscan mentality and spirituality. The regula bullata of the First Order of St. Francis states – it’s the
only place I’ve seen this in a religious constitution, and I
am hoping the Friars of the Atonement can add it to our
own constitution somewhere – “The Franciscan Order shall
have dialogue with Muslims.” So this is nothing new – it’s
second nature to Franciscans. We aren’t afraid of disagreement, afraid of the messiness of dialogue and debate. Notice
that you don’t even have to be a Roman Catholic to be a
Franciscan – we have an active, international community
of ecumenical Franciscans, along with Franciscan societies
in several different denominations. There’s no inhibition in
Franciscanism when it comes to encountering theological
differences and meeting them with genuine hospitality.
AH: In this respect, the Franciscan charism really is
an ecumenical charism, in the sense of a disposition that is
profoundly needed in an ecumenical movement that risks
erring by becoming too safe, too cautious, too sanitary.
JL: One of my favorite passages in the gospels is when
the disciples inform Jesus – “we saw someone casting out
a demon in your name, but they’re not one of our community, so we stopped him.” And Jesus says, in effect, “Why
would you stop him? Whoever is not against us is for us”
(see Mark 9:38-41). That is an all-too-easily forgotten ecumenical principle – starting from the presumption of cooperation rather than competition.
AH: That passage captures the kind of un-fussy, un-fixed
evangelical energy that you see throughout the gospels, resisting and troubling the impulses for over-institutionalization. You see it again in Francis, this total willingness to set
aside one’s own comfort and primacy in the pursuit of reconciliation (or at-one-ment, if you like!). Such an ethos is so
fruitful but is easily sidelined in ecumenical settings.
JL: You know, we tend to be blamed in the ecumenical
movement for being wishy-washy, or being diluted in our
theology – the fear seems to be that people concerned with
reconciliation and peace and unity care only about “getting
along” rather than “getting it right.” Franciscans are perenNOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021

nially charged with this, that we are too nice to people. But
this is a serious misreading of the situation – both of the
ecumenical ethos and of the nature and purpose of church
unity. People worry that “getting along” means giving up
being who you are. Well, if that’s the case, what does it say
about who you are?
AH: We so easily impose our shallow, all-too-human,
zero-sum games on the gospel, which shows us that hospitality isn’t a concession to worldly niceties – it’s something
positive and proactive, at the heart of God’s mission for the
world. It’s not easy, and it doesn’t necessarily come naturally. The history of the churches has incentivized viewing
hospitality as “accommodation” to those churches that have
lost their way, as a denaturing of the faithful remnant (that
is, obviously, us). But if reconciliation requires giving up
some aspect of who we are, it’s because our identity has become more anchored in opposition, in negativity, than it is
in the positive purpose for which we are the church. Giving
up such oppositional identity will definitely be disruptive
and disorienting, but failing to do so means that any vision
of church unity is wishful thinking at best.
Now, we’ve had some rich conversation about the history
and the present of the Atonement Friars’ ecumenical ministry, but of course this history is anything but complete; the
50th anniversary isn’t a victory lap, it’s the start of the next
leg of the journey. So I would like to transition to considering the future of Ecumenical Trends, and with it the future
of the field in which Trends is intervening. We are living in
an interesting time, to say the least, and there have been in
recent months a number of events and colloquia around the
future of ecumenism: what ecumenism is or should be for
the mid-twenty-first century. This is a period of openness
and new potential, if we have the courage to see it that way:
a time for ecumenical motives to find new expression, rather
than just saying, “Oh, woe is us, the ecumenical movement
is dying.” We have to recognize that anxiety and uncertainty
always accompany the fertility of new life.
Just this past October, we hosted an event on this
wavelength, named after John Mackay’s description (in
his inaugural Theology Today editorial in 1944) of the final
days of World War II – another period of great suffering
and stress, which would also give rise to new imaginaries and instruments of peace-making. During this period
of the 1940s and 50s, we saw the emergence of the World
Council of Churches, we saw all kinds of new directions in
Christian-Jewish dialogue, we saw the fertility and tension
in the Catholic Church that lay the groundwork for Vatican
II. John Mackay describes his moment as God’s “terrible
springtime,” which is such a rich phrase, but it’s especially important today as a response to all our worry about

6/150

continued on page 7
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

BEYOND THE OPEN DOOR, from page 6
“ecumenical winter,” which has dominated ecumenical
conversations since the 1990s – almost 30 years we’ve been
worrying about ecumenical winter! I want to start thinking again about ecumenical springtime, recognizing and
respecting that this is a time not just of innovation and
experimentation, but also of upheaval, of real stress and real
storms to be weathered, of the melting away of certainties
about the way things are or should be.3
Our friend and colleague in Münster, Thomas Bremer,
has written about ecumenism being in a time of “upheaval”
(Umbruch), not only referring to the ecumenical movement,
which is disparate in its goals – that is, trying to do a lot
of different things in a lot of different ways – but also recognizing that our society itself is in a period of upheaval,
in which long-standing norms and values are being broken
and breached.4 What do you think about this assessment of
ecumenism being in upheaval and needing at the same time
to respond to a society in upheaval?
JL: I think that we in the ecumenical movement, those
of us of a certain age anyway, have been educated in and
have depended on the idea that ecumenism has been fully
defined – that it fits into a certain box, and anything outside
that box risks undermining that clear and stable definition.
And we get a little protective of our box, especially when
its usefulness is disparaged or seems to be threatened by
other boxes into which the work we have been cherishing
and sweating for might fit. For example, I don’t think I’ll
ever shake the notion that ecumenism has as its goal the
full visible unity of the whole church; but, to many younger
people these days, that is a frightening or distasteful concept. And I understand why this would be! Full visible unity
with what? Under whose organizational auspices? And for
what purpose? Too often it seems (whether or not this is a
fair impression) that the ecumenical movement has pursued
church unity purely for its own sake, or for the sake of concentrating the power of the church in the world.
AH: This is such a pivotal question – one that has been
asked repeatedly over the last century and that we have to
keep asking because its answer is going to evolve as the
world does – not just about the nature of unity but about
the purpose of unity. An ecumenism that makes full visible
unity an end rather than a means is bound to fail, because it
is more concerned with the aesthetics of the church than it
is with the mission of God in the world. Twentieth-century
ecumenism had its start in the missionary societies, and although the meaning and practice of “mission” have changed
enormously over the last century (not least by becoming
more self-conscious and self-critical of its colonial entailments), this integrity is vitally important because an orientation toward the church’s mission and purpose serves as
an inoculation against the ever-present urge to turn our life
inward and celebrate our own self-fulfilling successes – to
ECUMENICAL TRENDS
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curve our hearts in on themselves, as Augustine put it. So
what is the purpose of the church? What is the point? Is it
good news to the poor, freedom for the imprisoned, healing
for the sick, liberation for the oppressed, and sabbath for
creation (Luke 4:18-19; cf. Isaiah 61)? Or is the point of the
church its own continuation, its own cultural prestige and
purchase power?
JL: Any meaningful, purpose-driven definition of
church unity first requires people proving to one another
that they can trust one another (and aren’t just trying to
exert their will on one another), that they want justice and
fairness for one another, that they want abundant life and
cultural advancement of all kinds for one another. In this
respect, the genuineness and authenticity of Christian lives
lived for the sake of one another’s flourishing does much
more to unite us than any agreed statement on the filioque,
for instance. But there’s the rub – such lives cannot be taken
for granted. They have to be cultivated.
AH: In this respect, ecumenical spirituality is at the
core of ecumenism – fuel for the relational virtues that
precede and undergird any of the institutional accords. It is
the desperately needed alternative to what we see so often
today: a fear of or revulsion toward difference, a way of
being in a relationship with otherness that begins from a
point of assuming the worst. How then do we cultivate such
spirituality and form our communities accordingly?
JL: That’s a large and crucial question, and it’s closely
related to other, broader questions about Christian formation and discipleship – it would be a mistake to think of
ecumenism or ecumenical spirituality as something on the
margins of Christian life. But you know – I’ve heard repeatedly, over the past ten years or so, that spiritual ecumenism
is going to have to be the primary way we go for now, and
I think there’s some truth to that assessment of spiritual
ecumenism as a way that remains open when other ways of
ecumenism seem to have been closed off in recent years.
AH: But that makes it sound like a concession! I see
ecumenical spirituality (and perhaps this is not identical to
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“spiritual ecumenism”) as the foundation, the wellspring,
for whatever activities or accords might be produced; without it, nothing else will endure. Ecumenical information, of
the sort that Trends provides (in the form of scholarship,
analysis, pastoral reflection on new accords, and so forth), is
nothing without ecumenical formation in our communities,
where such information can take root and bear fruit.

JL: Ecumenism really struggles to operate at this level –
we make gestures and engage in occasional rites of
repentance, but historically the preference has been to focus
at the level of divisive doctrines rather than at the deeper
level of divisive attitudes and divisive epistemologies.
People feel more secure in their own worlds, and this affects
which doors we’re willing to open and which we’re not.

JL: That’s why I’m excited about the practical suggestions we’ve received about using our programs and publications to bring ecumenical spirituality front and center.
It’s so needed – more than ever, in a time when religious
bigotry, cultural and political polarization, and the closure
of identities and epistemologies are pumping fear and willful ignorance into our communities. People are afraid; they
find comfort and safety in their own groups, and so much of
the identity politics that we’re facing right now is, I think,
a product of feeling threatened and less so of outright chauvinism or intolerance. Fear dulls and shrinks our moral
imagination. So what are the resources in our traditions
for naming and healing these relational wounds? What can
ecumenism offer in this kind of a context?

AH: What you’re saying, I think, relates directly to just
how unpopular ecumenism has become. I don’t mean primarily in the academic sense of a disciplinary field that is
aging or losing credibility or what have you (and that’s its
own problem); I mean in the broader sense of being viewed
publicly and professionally by so many people as counterproductive or threatening. And it’s striking that this is the
case across not only a theological spectrum – where (as
you’ve spoken of already) ecumenism can be accused of
relativism and accommodation to error and wishy-washiness, and at the same time of being overly stuck in its ways
and insufficiently radical in the pursuit of the aims of the
mission of God – but also across the political spectrum that
has come to dominate our social imagination, where ecumenism comes to be viewed either as a sort of socialistic
globalism, on the one hand, or as a repressive Eurocentric
imperialism, on the other. Why is it that ecumenism is so
threatening, in seemingly contradictory ways, to so many
people who are otherwise opposed to one another’s visions
of the good?

AH: Well, until we really get a handle on the way that unconscious processes of identity-formation and identity-preservation intersect with the socio-political life of the churches and with the frames of understanding of the truth claims
of the churches, we’re not going to get much further in our
ecumenical efforts. I often come back to John D’Arcy May’s
observation that every ecumenical solution gives rise to new
ecumenical problems,5 because we’re not addressing what’s
actually keeping us divided – which isn’t ultimately the doctrines, but is more fundamentally the ways that intercommunal differences (great or small, general or specific) make
us feel about each other and about ourselves, especially
when our own existence as a community has historically
depended on our being dissimilar to some other, usually
antagonistic, community or framework of understanding.
And this is where, not to belabor the point, ecumenical spirituality is so crucial for honestly confronting and intervening in our own deeper anxieties and desires, which easily
remain invisible when we are charting a course for institutional rapprochement and reconciliation.

Ecumenical information, of
the sort that Trends provides…
is nothing without ecumenical
formation in our communities,
where such information can take
root and bear fruit.

JL: Ecumenism is a way of conversion – it doesn’t demand that people change who they are and what they hold
dear, but it does ask that they come into a new mode of
relationship with themselves and one another. And this can
be, indeed should be, very disturbing.
At its root, we’re talking about a simple enough idea:
“That they all may be one, that the world may believe.” But
that being-one, that at-one-ment, is an alien idea to so many
Christian believers today, especially those who are no longer (or have never been) part of the institutional churches
that have been the dominant players in ecumenism to date.
One effect of this drift is that many people are forming an
idea of what ecumenism is from a stereotype: that it is the
work of grey-haired old white men, who are sitting around
and puzzling over pointless, pedantic issues that don’t matter in the real world, or else are just being chummy and
forming a mutual admiration society – I’m fine, you’re fine,
now let’s have some sherry!
But that’s not what ecumenism is, even if there’s a history
here that must be acknowledged, a history full of regrettable
instances from which the stereotypes take their shape – occasions in which difficult issues were sidestepped or lofty
pronouncements were made without a grip on the messiness
of real communities. The stereotypical attitude about ecucontinued on page 9
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menism is that it’s like being a “cafeteria Catholic,” picking
and choosing what we feel like believing or throwing out
whatever incompatible doctrines are keeping the churches
separated. And people worry (incorrectly, but nevertheless)
that by being involved in ecumenism they are going into
cahoots with the socialists, or with some globalist cabal that
wants to tear down traditional values and impose uniformity on the churches, or what have you. Or else they associate ecumenism with colonialism, and church unity with
a uniformity imposed by power-hungry institutions. Our
prevailing political polarities have come to dominate our
perception, including our perception of ecumenical history.
But ecumenism involves, among other things, the attempt
to overcome the culture wars, to imagine and enact an alternative to them – and this is, quite reasonably, seen as a
threat by anyone who is invested in and who benefits from
maintaining the culture wars.
AH: There’s a tension here, because that stereotype
does circulate, of ecumenism asking its participants to give
up their convictions and become generic religious jellyfish,
and this does need to be debunked – but we also need to be
careful about downplaying the extent to which ecumenism
is in fact asking for real change, for conversion, as you
rightly put it. It is asking its participants to give up certain
aspects of their identity – recognizing those aspects to be
self-serving or distorting of the obligation to love one’s
neighbor as oneself. It’s asking for a change of heart, which
is no small thing. Changing one’s heart, especially where
there are long histories of resentment and grief, can be far,
far harder than changing institutional regulations. It is not
surprising that this would provoke strong suspicious or dismissive reactions.
In this respect ecumenism is threatening: it demands
that we let go of our rancor and resentment, which afford
us so much pleasure in maintaining our indignation against
those who have wronged us. It demands that we let go of
our pride, which convinces us that our understanding of
the world is infallible because it is our truth. It demands
that we let go of the fear and cynicism with which a history of violence and jockeying for power has equipped us
for self-preservation. And none of this letting go is easy to
do – the ascetic tradition holds that these things have us in
their grip, possessing us as if by demons, or indeed because
they are demons by another name. It’s not insignificant or
accidental that ecumenical virtues and methods – dialogue,
hospitality, humility, repentance, reconciliation – are all
controversial in our society.
JL: It’s a tremendous risk to listen to other views, truly
listen without presupposing one’s own response. As you put
it yourself in your Paul Wattson Lecture – ecumenism takes
tremendous courage.6 Our fears are just as much a part of us
as our certainties, and for many people, feeling certain can
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

crystallize into dismissiveness or even hate – hating your
position on an issue so much that they come to hate you.
The trend today, what feels normal and right in our culture,
is to believe that disagreement is a zero-sum contest, and so
if I’m right (and why wouldn’t I be right?) it’s my way or
nothing. That’s not good, and it’s not sustainable if we are
going to survive and flourish as a civilization. It’s poison
for society – if society is going to be something more than
warring alliances of individuals.
AH: I am hopeful about the future of ecumenism precisely for this reason, that it’s urgently needed as a dissonant
strain in our cultural context. Duncan Forrester described
theology similarly as “grit in the oyster.”7 He was talking
about academic theology, because theology in the contemporary academy is far from being “queen of the sciences,”
responsible for overseeing and integrating other forms of
knowledge; now it’s more of a “productive irritant,” around
which something precious can begin to grow, once it destabilizes the ordinary operation of the system. And much the
same can be said for ecumenism today. Ecumenism is grit
in the oyster of a zero-sum culture. Even if it is treated as a
foreign irritant by society, what it produces is precious – so
long as it has time and space to do so.
JL: When Francis was asked for a rule of life for his
community, he said: “It’s the gospel.” And he was told, “no
one can live that way!” So he came up with a rule, and it
was too radical, so he came up with a new one. And this
rule is summed up for us in the evangelical counsels (called
this because they come directly from the gospel) of poverty,
chastity, and obedience – they’re methods of living a certain
life in harmony with the mission of God. So we call that
“living a radical life.” Many of us fail at it, that’s why we
have repentance and reconciliation. And purely as a human
being, I could never live the gospel – I need the Holy Spirit,
I need the sacramental ministries of the church to live the
gospel, all these things that are support mechanisms. But
one of our support mechanisms is the vow of life, and in
that we say that we’re “contrarian to culture.” We love culture, we don’t condemn the world, but we strive to stand
out from and in contrast with all the ways that culture falls
short of the gospel promise. Religious orders in general, not
just Franciscans, have always been called the “conscience
of the church” for this same reason – we’re supposed to be
the conscience of the church, and that makes us odd, very
odd, in environments that prioritize self-interest, prestige,
and vengeance. And the roots of our life as a religious community go back to trying, with every reform in the church,
to reactivate something of the apostolic life. The call to
Christian unity is an apostolic vision – it’s not something
new, even if it always has to be expressed in new ways.

9/153

continued on page 10
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021

BEYOND THE OPEN DOOR, from page 9
AH: I don’t think it’s accidental that the religious orders
have proven to be so attuned and adept in ecumenical settings, even at times when diocesan and episcopal leaders
have been wary or even dismissive of it. There’s an ascetic
heritage here that (at its best) trains its participants for the
hard work of uprooting poisonous dispositions in the heart,
that equips its communities for relationships forged in
humility and hospitality rather than self-interest and competition. The ecclesiological, theological, and charismatic
differences between the religious orders (and of course we
do have to acknowledge a long history here of competition
and violence; it certainly has not all been irenic!) do not
need to be overcome. It’s a different kind of orientation
toward unity-in-diversity, one which is vitally needed in
ecumenical circles – here is another dimension, I would say,
of the specifically Franciscan contribution of the Society of
the Atonement to the ecumenical movement.
It has been widely observed, as we emerge ever so gradually and haltingly from the upheaval of COVID-19, that the
pandemic has forced us all to rethink what we are at our most
authentic level, to reconceive of where we’re going and why
we’re going there. Being part of the Friars’ conversations
along these lines, as a lay collaborator, I’m continually struck
by the tone of hopefulness. Things are all upside down, but
something is emerging that is worth committing to. That’s the
terror and the hope of an ecumenical springtime.
There’s one last question I’d like to pose before we
conclude. In this issue of Trends, again, we are recognizing
the milestone of our 50th anniversary, marking fifty years
in which the Atonement Friars’ ecumenical commitment
and charism have found expression in a periodical journal of accessible scholarship that brings together pastors,
scholars, and the interfaith field. We are, of course, looking backwards and celebrating all the writers and editors
who have gone before us, and who have done so much to
get us where we are – we’ve had so many heroes of the
ecumenical movement laboring in this field. But at the
same time, we are entering our 51st year of this ministry
– the same year in which the Society of the Atonement
will be holding a major assembly, dedicated to discerning
the forms and directions of its ministries in years to come.
Trends is obviously a crucial piece of those ministries.
So I’m hoping that we might, at the end of this editorial
dialogue, offer a glimpse of how the ecumenical ministry of
the Society is evolving. In your view, is there a particularly
important direction that we are currently moving as an institute or that the Society is moving as a community?
JL: We’re looking forward to more and more collaborative models of ministry, which means that we Friars of
the Atonement do not own the ecumenical movement, and
cannot go about our ecumenical charism unilaterally. It’s not
ours, it’s God’s, and it’s the whole church’s. So how do we
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021
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live up to the recognition that we are never going it alone?
We will be committed to this movement and to the spirituality
that animates it until the last friar blows out the last light, but
we are discovering ways to be ever humbler in the pursuit of
that commitment, walking hand in hand with others beyond
the community of the Friars and beyond the Catholic Church.
Humility really is a gift for the ecumenical movement, and an
absolutely fundamental ecumenical virtue.
We fully intend to continue Ecumenical Trends – we
can’t wait for its hundredth birthday! But if and when that
day comes, the journal will look extremely different from
how it looks now. It will be something new, taking shape
in new technologies and in the thick of new ecclesial and
scholarly networks. But we will support it in whichever
forms it takes, so long as it remains an expression of the
prayer that all will be one, a vehicle for the information and
formation necessary to build peace in our time.
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Bonaventure’s Cosmic Kinship as a Resource for
Ecumenical Environmentalism

By Daniel P. Horan, OFM

S

t. Bonaventure of Bagnoregio (ca. 1221—1274), the
great Franciscan theologian, Minister General, Roman
Catholic bishop and cardinal, and Doctor of the
Church, has been long recognized for his contributions to
ecumenical efforts in his time. For example, he was present
for the first several sessions of the Second Council of Lyons
(1272—1274), where Pope Gregory X saw his distinctive
theological contributions as particularly helpful in the effort
to reunite the Christian church in the wake of the “Great
Schism.”1 The Council was called in part due to the ecumenical concerns of the Byzantine Emperor Michael VIII,
and among the major topics discussed was the neuralgic issue of the Western Christian addition of the filioque into
the Creed.2 Though he died before the conclusion of the
Council and the reunification hoped for was not accomplished, Bonaventure’s reputation as an ally to what we
might anachronistically call the ecumenical movement and
the cause for reunification of the churches helped solidify
his place as a reliable theological resource for subsequent
efforts at dialogue between the Western and Eastern churches.3
As we commemorate the eighth centenary of
Bonaventure’s birth, it is a good time to reflect on the ways
in which this great, if underappreciated, theological figure
can continue to inspire the ongoing work of ecumenical
dialogue and provide us with resources for interreligious
solidarity. Given the dire planetary circumstances we face in
the age of global climate change, I believe that Bonaventure’s
work on the theology of creation offers us a unique opportunity for deep reflection not only on the inherent unity we
are called to recognize among Christian churches and other
faith traditions, but also a creational unity that we all share
with the rest of God’s creation. Therefore, I am interested in highlighting two ways that Bonaventure’s distinctive
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theological contributions to Christian theologies of creation
might provide resources for responding to the environmental “signs of our times” (Gaudiem et Spes 4) across denominational divides.
This article is organized into three parts. First, I discuss
Bonaventure’s understanding of the interrelatedness of
creation and the harmony God intends for it within the
cosmic order. Second, I unpack Bonaventure’s insightful
theological reflection on the ancient virtue of pietas as a
useful hermeneutic for rethinking humanity’s place and
obligation to care for nonhuman creatures within the broad
family of creation. Finally, I close with a short reflection
on how a renewed understanding of cosmic kinship rooted
in Bonaventure’s theological contributions can serve as a
resource for ecumenical environmentalism.
The Interrelatedness and Harmony of Creation
Bonaventure is perhaps the best-known interpreter of St.
Francis of Assisi’s nascent theology of creation, contributing
to the tradition in several significant ways. Among the most
important was his affirmation of Francis’s mystical vision of
creation that presupposed the truth of all of creation’s inherent interrelatedness.4 Timothy Johnson has helped to draw
attention to Bonaventure’s commentary on Peter Lombard’s
Sentences as a helpful starting point – both chronologically
within the expansive written corpus of the Seraphic Doctor
and reflexively when it comes to approaching the thought of
Bonaventure on the subject of creation.5 In his commentary
on the Sentences, Bonaventure distinguishes himself from
his medieval contemporary Thomas Aquinas concerning
humanity’s relationship to nonhuman creatures. Thomas
spends comparatively little time on this subject in his own
commentary, arguing that human beings are not obligated
to “love irrational creatures.”6 Bonaventure, by contrast,
explicitly refers to Francis of Assisi in his arguing in favor
of the position that, in Johnson’s words, “men and women
are obliged to love irrational creatures since they are created to praise God and foster the salvation of humanity.”7
continued on page 12
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Importantly, Bonaventure, following St. Francis’s fraternal
view of the world, recognized the intrinsic relationality of
all aspects of the creation. He does so by first arguing that
there are three levels or orders within creation that each bear
some intrinsic likeness to the Creator. These orders are vestigium, imago, and similitudo.8
The most foundational level is that of the vestige
(vestigium), which is found in every aspect of creation.
Understood from its etymological roots, Bonaventure conceives of each aspect of the created order as bearing something like a “footprint” of the divine, a particular imprint
of that which is the source of the thing’s very existence.
Because all creatures have an intrinsic relationship to God
as the “principle source of creation,” every creature is therefore a vestige.9 Every stone, blade of grass, tree, squirrel,
bat, dog, and person is, at least, a vestige of the Creator
and therefore (a) inherently capable of revealing something
about God to the rest of creation and (b) intrinsically related
to all other aspects of creation, according to what Francis
recognized as a singular cosmic fraternitas and what we
might contemporarily call kinship. The predictably hierarchical dimension of Bonaventure’s theology of creation
states that human persons, in addition to being a vestigium,
are also the imago of God. The distinction of degree here
has to do with a view of humanity’s capacity to relate to
the divine “not only insofar as God is the cause [like all
creation as vestiges], but also insofar as God is the object.”10
Furthermore, Bonaventure explains that humanity also has
the capacity to reflect God as a part of creation by means
of similitudo or in the “likeness” of God. This occurs when
humanity as imago is able to order itself, through grace as
the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, in the most intimate way
toward God. When humanity is similitudo it exhibits the
“ordered soul” and bears a proximity to the Creator that has
been otherwise limited by the effects of sin.11
Bonaventure’s admittedly hierarchal depiction of the
created world reveals that everything created bears some
inherent resemblance to the Creator and reflects that identity beyond itself to other aspects of the community of creation. In a sense, we might see this aspect of Bonaventure’s
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thought anticipating the argument for interpreting the imago
dei according to degree or by means of variability along a
continuum.12 Furthermore, Bonaventure’s understanding of
interrelatedness seen in what we might colloquially refer to
as a shared “family resemblance,” albeit one that accounts
for diversity and notable differentiation, points to an important aspect of Bonaventure’s vision of creation: all creatures
come from the same, singular source, which is the Triune
God. It is Bonaventure’s Trinitarian view of creation that is
the ground of his assertion of creation’s interrelatedness and
intended harmony.
The fact that God is triune serves as the foundation for all
Christian theology and reflection on the faith;13 Bonaventure’s
entire work is structured and formed according to this principle. The primary way his Trinitarian outlook informs his
theology of creation is in terms of emanation. While present
elsewhere in his written corpus, it is most fully developed
in his Collationes in Hexaëmeron. In the Twelfth Collation,
Bonaventure draws upon the metaphor of artwork to illustrate how the Trinity creates by means of emanation:
It must be assumed by faith that God is the Creator of all
things, the Ruler of actions, the Teacher of intelligences,
the Judge of merits. And from this we may understand
that He is the Cause of causes… The creature comes
forth from the Creator, but not through nature, since it
is of another nature. Hence it comes forth through art,
since there is no other noble manner of emanation besides through nature and through art, that is, out of an act
of the will… Now, Scripture speaks of Him who is the
Exemplar, by whom every creature lives in the eternal
forms. What was made of Him was life [John 1:3]. For
it lives through knowing and loving; and anyone who
denies this denies eternal predestination. For God knew
the creature from all eternity and loves it [even now],
since He made it for glory and grace.14

Creation is the result of the contingent, free, loving act of
the Creator, which creates a finite community of creation
that shares in the “infinite divine community of love,”
which is the Trinity itself.15
According to Bonaventure, God is understood primarily
in terms of “fruitful being” or “supreme goodness,” from
which creation emerges by a singular act of the divine
will.16 The means by which the creational act takes place,
that is the expression of the divine will outside God’s self,
is through the uncreated, Eternal Word, which is the Son.17
As Zachary Hayes explains, “Since the Father expresses all
that He is in the Word, the entire triune structure of God,
including the procession of the Spirit, is focused in the
Word in an exemplary way; for as center of the divine life,
the Word is the ontological basis for all that is other than
the Father.”18 This Christological principle, which remains
inseparable from Bonaventure’s Trinitarian theology, is the
continued on page 13
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grounding for the theological claim that all creatures share
an inherent relationship: first, with the eternal Word through
whom they each came into existence, emanating from the
self-diffusive love and good of the Trinity; and second, with
one another in terms of a kinship that arises by virtue of the
singular, universal, and divine source of their existence.
In addition to Bonaventure’s understanding of the inherent interrelational aspect shared by creation, the Seraphic
Doctor holds that the divine act of creation also establishes a
sense of harmony and order within creation. That we human
beings cannot always see the harmony of creation intended
by the Creator is, as Bonaventure asserts, a direct result of our
sinfulness and distorted view of reality. However, for those
who are able to see the world as it really is by experiencing a mystical-prophetic outlook akin to that of Francis of
Assisi, this harmony of creation becomes recognizable. Ilia
Delio observes: “The beauty, order and harmony of creation
signified to Bonaventure that this created world is not simply
a stage for human activity or a backdrop to human longings,
but that the whole of creation has meaning and purpose.”19
It must be recalled that Bonaventure’s knowledge of
the natural sciences was limited to the Ptolemaic universe
in which the planetary objects revolved around the Earth.
While this limited way of thinking mitigates the ways in
which we can directly appropriate the scientific foundations
of his theological reflection, it does not seem to impinge
directly on a sense of divine intention or purpose behind
creation, which does not conflict with the evolutionary view
of the universe we now accept. According to the Ptolemaic
outlook, “Unity and proportionality characterized this universe in the same way that creation itself was marked by
unity in multiplicity. Bonaventure saw that, within this
Ptolemaic universe, everything in creation is ordered one
to another, since everything has its proper location, arrangement, and purpose.”20 What is most important about
this perception of divine harmony in creation is the end
toward which this theory was oriented: namely, that just as
everything in creation shares an interrelatedness and kinship because of its common source in the Creator, so too
everything is directed to a singular goal or telos, which is
God. Harmony in this case does not arise from a particular
medieval theory of scientific understanding, but rather from
a cosmic sense of divine purpose and intentionality.
The Importance of Pietas
Although when many people today hear the word “piety”
they think of overtly religious people (frequent churchgoers
or those fond of traditional devotions, for example), the
Latin origin of the term has another valence, one “closer to
home” as it were. In his theological reflection, Bonaventure
returns to the Roman civil understanding of pietas as a key
virtue of the citizen. In the ancient Roman context, pietas
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

was understood in filial terms, relating primarily to the
care of one’s parents and secondarily to the care of other
family members, the dead, and deities.21 In his writings on
the Holy Spirit, Bonaventure considers pietas within the
context of the seven gifts of the Spirit, noting that Christ
himself is the greatest example of piety because of his unwavering obedience to the Father and love for his sisters
and brothers. In a manner that reflects Francis of Assisi’s
own pattern of highlighting the Incarnation as the model for
intra-human relationships, Bonaventure presents Christ as
the exemplar of true piety for all of humanity. But as he
unpacks the theological significance for us, Bonaventure’s
consideration of pietas as a gift of the Spirit moves from
specific consideration of this perfection of the virtue in
Christ to a general consideration of what it should look like
in the rest of humanity. While such a transition from the
specific to the general is understandable, Bonaventure does
not simply stop with the human person but elsewhere in
his writings broadens the scope of its applicability beyond
humanity to include nonhuman creatures.
In Chapter Eight of his Major Legend of Saint Francis
(Legenda Maior), Bonaventure explicitly ties the virtue
of pietas to nonhuman creatures (what Bonaventure calls
“irrational creatures”) in discussing Francis’s relationship
to the entire community of creation.22 Bonaventure attributes Francis’s creational outlook and recognition of the
inherent kinship of creation to Francis’s pietas. For example, Bonaventure writes: “From a reflection on the primary
source of all things, filled with even more abundant piety, he
[Francis] would call creatures, no matter how small, by the
name of ‘brother’ or ‘sister,’ because he knew they shared
with him the same beginning.”23 In this way, Bonaventure
explicates Francis’s use of familial language for nonhuman
creatures such that this seeming idiosyncrasy was in fact a
deeply theological practice. The naming of nonhuman creatures in fraternal and sororal terms expressed a relational
reality that was not merely the condescension of a humble
human being, but rather was a practice that reflected the always already present reality of kinship that bore an inherent
reciprocity. On this note, Bonaventure makes a concerted
effort to alert his readers to the ways in which nonhuman
creatures themselves recognized this kinship with Francis
and the rest of humanity and, in turn, expressed this recognition in a natural manner fitting their respective species.
“Let also the devotion of the faithful weigh how the piety in
God’s servant [Francis] was of such marvelous power and
of such abundant sweetness that even the nature of animals
acknowledged it in their own way.”24
In addition to acknowledging the reciprocity of pietas
as a virtue found in both Francis and other-than-human
creatures the poverello encountered, Bonaventure also
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turely agency, rationality, and moral decision-making fall
under the aegis of Bonaventure’s reflections on the virtue
of pietas in general and Francis’s exemplary living of pietas
in particular.

The naming of nonhuman creatures
in fraternal and sororal terms
expressed a relational reality that
was not merely the condescension
of a humble human being, but
rather was a practice that reflected
the always already present reality
of kinship that bore an inherent
reciprocity.
draws attention to nonhuman creaturely agency in selecting
narratives about Francis’s encounters with various animals.
A representative illustration of this can be found in a brief
recounting of Francis’s reception of a sheep:25
Another time at Saint Mary of the Portiuncula the man of
God was offered a sheep, which he gratefully accepted in
his love of that innocence and simplicity which the sheep
by its nature reflects. The pious man admonished the little sheep to praise God attentively and to avoid giving
any offense to the brothers. The sheep carefully observed
his instructions, as if it recognized the piety of the man
of God. For when it heard the brothers chanting in choir,
it would enter the church, genuflect without instructions
from anyone, and bleat before the altar of the Virgin, the
mother of the Lamb, as if it wished to greet her. Besides,
when the most sacred body of Christ was elevated during
the solemnity of the Mass, it would bow down on its
knees as if this reverent animal were reproaching the
irreverence of those who were not devout and inviting
the devout to reverence of the Sacrament.26

There are several aspects of this passage that are striking
with regard to Bonaventure’s theological reflection on
creation and nonhuman agency. As it concerns the sheep,
Bonaventure goes to great lengths recounting the way in
which this “irrational animal” was, in fact, quite rational
by human standards. The sheep exhibits linguistic comprehension and expression – the former when diligently following the instructions of Francis, the latter when bleating
its prayer before the altar of Mary. The sheep also demonstrates a form of recognizable rational capacity in its ability to distinguish independently different times, activities,
and locations. The sheep can pray in an unmediated manner
and thereby relate to its Creator without the need for human
intervention (as opposed to what proponents of the stewardship model of creation typically maintain). Finally, the
sheep displays moral agency in following the admonition of
Francis to “avoid giving offense to the brothers,” a line that
itself reiterates the fraternal relationship the sheep has to the
Franciscan friars. All of these instances of nonhuman creaNOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021

Bonaventure concludes this chapter of his work with a
presentation of Francis’s model of pietas, not only among
other human beings but also with all of creation, as an example for other people. This broadening of applicability helps
to minimize the appearance of exceptionalism in Francis
and invites the readers to imagine themselves in the position of not only Francis but also various villagers and others
that Francis instructed about pietas in word and deed. In
something of an exhortative aside that departs from the typically straightforward narrative of the chapter, Bonaventure
closes with reflection on the centrality of pietas in the establishment and maintenance of right relationship among all of
creation, noting that pietas is the virtue that “binds all creatures together” when all creatures – human and nonhuman
alike – embrace it. He writes:
The hail kept the pact of God’s servant as did the wolves;
nor did they try to rage anymore contrary to the law of
piety against people converted to piety, as long as, according to their agreement, the people did not act impiously against God’s most pious laws. Therefore, we
should respond piously to the piety of the blessed man
[Francis], which had such remarkable gentleness and
power that it subdued ferocious beasts, tamed the wild,
trained the tame, and bent to his obedience the beasts
that had rebelled against fallen humankind. Truly this
is the virtue that binds all creatures together, and gives
power to all things having the promise of the life that
now is and is yet to come.27

The fact that Bonaventure spends an entire chapter (of fifteen total) of his Legenda Maior on the subject of pietas –
its place in Francis’s relationship to the whole of creation,
especially nonhuman creatures – offers us insight into the
importance of the virtue in cultivating a Franciscan approach to our place in the created universe.
Conclusion: Becoming Who We Are in the Cosmic
Family
As we commemorate this significant historical marker in the
legacy of Bonaventure for Christians of all communities,
the Seraphic Doctor continues to present us with resources
for what we might rightly call an “ecumenical environmentalism.” Bonaventure’s deep theological appreciation for
the interrelatedness of all God’s creation, his recognition
that every creature – sentient or otherwise – bears some
vestige of the creator, his untiring assertion that everything
that exists comes from the same divine source, and his commitment to recounting the cosmic harmony God intends for
all creation serve as resources that can undergird and guide
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our shared work in caring for creation. A renewed understanding of the ancient virtue of pietas also provides us with
a new grammar and way of thinking about why it is that
we “care for creation.” Rather than envisioning ourselves as
good or bad stewards – hired hands or laborers with no necessary intrinsic relationship to the work – we can recall that
our interrelatedness results in a real cosmic kinship with all
of creation, thereby beckoning us to care for one another in
the spirit of pietas. This ancient virtue received through a
theological lens may serve to remind us that we are meant
to strive not only for the unity of churches in the Christian
community, but the unity of creation in a spirit of mutuality,
love, and justice.
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Reflection
An Orthodox Encounter with Saint Francis
We adore you, O Christ, in all your churches
throughout the whole world, and we bless you, for
by your holy cross you have redeemed the world.
~Prayer that St. Francis taught his fellow “lesser brothers”

I

awoke early that June morning in 2001, the day I would
fly to Rome to cover a little-known news story. The
story concerned the gift of an ancient church in Rome,
the church of San Teodoro, which Pope John Paul II was
giving to the Greek Orthodox community of the city. As
an Orthodox Christian interested in Orthodox-Catholic relations, I was intrigued by the loving gesture and thought it
deserved wider publicity.
In the few hours before my departure for the airport, I
found a quiet chapel in the seminary where I was staying.
To my surprise and delight, I saw a prie-dieu set beneath a
relic of St. Francis. I knelt and prayed, closing my plea for
a safe and fruitful journey with the Lord’s Prayer. In those
moments of thinking about current Catholic-Orthodox relations, the phrase “your will be done on earth as it is in heaven” took on new meaning. What seemed obvious was that,
in heaven, no separation exists between the Orthodox and
Catholic, the saints of both Churches together around the
throne of God. But as I rose from my knees and gazed at the
relic of St. Francis, I reflected on the sad reality that what
is true in heaven is not true on earth. I asked St. Francis to
bless not just my trip but also the relationship between the
Catholic and Orthodox Churches. At the time, I had no way
of knowing that St. Francis would guide my thoughts as I
continued to ponder Orthodox-Catholic relations.
After writing several articles about the extensive restoration of the ancient church, I was invited to the reconsecration of the church of San Teodoro. That service occurred
on July 1, 2004, two days after one of the most significant
days in the calendars of both Catholics and Orthodox. Every
year on June 29th since 1964, on the feast day of Sts. Peter
and Paul, representatives of the Vatican and the Patriarchate
in Constantinople meet. The event celebrates the fraternal
relationship between the two Churches that was reestablished in 1964 when Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch
Athenagoras met in Jerusalem, embraced, and cancelled the
mutual and ancient anathemas in place since 1054. Indeed,
on the feast day of Sts. Peter and Paul in 2004, Ecumenical
Patriarch Bartholomew and Pope John Paul II sat side by
side under the papal canopy outside St. Peter’s Basilica –
the last time the two leaders were together before Pope John
Paul II’s death.

NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021

By David Carlson

In the years since 2004, my interest in Catholic-Orthodox
relations has grown, as has my interest in the life and example of St. Francis. I read the sayings, sermons, and prayers attributed to him, the early biographies, as well as more recent
scholarship on the saint. At a certain point, the two topics –
Orthodox-Catholic relations and St. Francis – came together,
raising two related questions in my mind: “Does Orthodox
Christianity offer a particular insight into the life and meaning of St. Francis?” and “Does St. Francis speak meaningfully today to Orthodox as well as Catholic Christians?”
Early in the narratives of St. Francis’ conversion, in
late 1205 or 1206 CE, Francis Bernardone entered the
tiny church of San Damiano, knelt before the crucifix,
and heard the words “Repair my house, which as you can
see is falling completely to ruin.”1 Orthodox Christians
feel a natural affinity with the icon cross of San Damiano
that spoke to the young Francis. Believed by scholars to
come from the hand of a local artist influenced by Syrian
monks c. 1100,2 the cross portrays Christ crucified, yet
also resurrected. Christ’s eyes are open, his arms spread
wide in a gesture of triumph and welcome. Moreover,
the Byzantine influence on the cross of San Damiano becomes even more significant when one notes the historical context of Francis’ vision. 1054 CE is the official date
marking the schism between the Orthodox and Catholic
Churches, but many leaders at the time expected relations
to be healed, as was the case with earlier schisms. That
hope was dashed in 1204 when Crusaders, stopping at
Constantinople on the way to the Holy Land, sacked the
city, destroyed churches, and established a Latin (that is,
Roman Catholic) Patriarchate over the city. Although the
Byzantine capital did not fall to the Ottoman Empire until
1453, historians and many Orthodox believe that the devastation caused by the Crusaders in 1204 made the later
fall of Constantinople inevitable.
continued on page 17
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AN ORTHODOX ENCOUNTER WITH SAINT FRANCIS, from page 16
unity in John 17. And, given that the message was granted to St. Francis, can we not assume that this saint’s life
and example offer a particularly effective path leading the
Orthodox and Catholic Churches to reconciliation and full
communion?

Orthodox Christians feel a natural
affinity with the icon cross of
San Damiano that spoke to the
young Francis.

Note the dates. In 1204, the Eastern Empire and the
Orthodox Church are dealt a crippling blow by Western
Crusaders. Perhaps as early as seventeen months later, in
1205 or no later than 1206, Francis hears Christ address
him: “Go repair my house, which as you see is falling completely to ruin.”
Francis was unlettered and, not surprisingly, initially
understood the voice literally. He hauled stones, first alone
and then with help from his early followers, to rebuild the
church of San Damiano and others that were in disrepair in
and around Assisi. Eventually, St. Francis and the Western
Church understood Christ’s words metaphorically to refer
to strengthening the Western Church, which at the time was
plagued by clerical corruption as well as the Cathar and
Waldensian movements.
However, the close proximity in time between the assault on Constantinople and St. Francis receiving the message “Go, repair my house, which as you can see is falling
completely to ruin,” raises a further question: Can we consider Christ’s message to St. Francis as referring, among
other things, to repairing the schism and subsequent animosity between the Eastern and Western Church? Of course,
with the anathemas of 1054 still in place, it is not surprising
that no one understood the message that St. Francis heard as
applying to the schism. Neither Rome nor Constantinople,
as the time, recognized the other as “Church.”

What, then, is St. Francis’ Way? The virtues we associate with the saint – humility, simplicity, forgiveness, and
non-judgmentalism – together form a sharp knife, capable
of cutting through the thorniest theological entanglements.
For St. Francis, simplicity did not mean simplifying, even
as humility, forgiveness, and non-judgmentalism did not
mean ignoring significant differences. The saint’s encounter with the Ayyubid Sultan al-Malik al-Kamil offers one
useful example of “St. Francis’ Way.” Rather than approach
the Muslim ruler as an infidel, an enemy of the Church, or
as a debating opponent, Francis approached the sultan as
he did everyone else – humbly and without condemnation.
Similarly, for Orthodox and Catholics, whose differences are minimal in comparison with their similarities, St.
Francis’ Way invites both communities to view their differences humbly, seeing their distinctive characteristics not so
much as problems to overcome as treasures to share with
one another.
In addition, St. Francis’ Way addresses what is perhaps the most significant issue that divided the Churches of
the East and West in 1054, an issue that persists for many
Catholics and Orthodox to this day. That issue is primacy – the question of who is to be recognized as the proper
head of Christ’s Church. In his relationship with his “lesser
brothers,” and especially in his refusal to act as the order’s
“Superior General,” St. Francis rejected the issue of hierarchy. Returning to Jesus’ example (Mk 10:35-45), Francis
linked greatness with loving service to others, not power or
supremacy over them (see Francis’ First Rule, 5:22).

The situation radically changed in 1964, when
Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras met Pope Paul VI in
Jerusalem. What the two leaders agreed to was far more
than cancelling the ancient anathemas. Together, the two
leaders recognized that those anathemas had always been in
error and should be erased “from memory.” That is, the pope
and ecumenical patriarch did not only declare each other’s
Church from that moment on as a “sister Church,” but also
affirmed that one another’s Church had remained part of
Christ’s true Church throughout the 900 years of schism.
Consequently, what obstacle remains to understanding
Christ’s message to St. Francis – “repair my house” – as
addressed to Christ’s Church both East and West? Christ’s
message to St. Francis, taken this way, is a kind of ecumenical commission that contains an echo of Christ’s prayer for
ECUMENICAL TRENDS
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Surely the journey of Catholics and Orthodox toward
reconciliation and full communion is under the protective
gaze of all the saints. But perhaps this is especially true of
St. Francis, whose life and example offer a “reset button”
to the Church – not a novel theological breakthrough, but a
return to the apostolic pattern of relationships – treating one
another as brothers and sisters and desiring above everything else to serve one another.

The virtues we associate with
the saint – humility, simplicity,
forgiveness, and non-judgmentalism
– together form a sharp knife,
capable of cutting through the
thorniest theological entanglements.

Most High, glorious God: enlighten the darkness
of my heart and give me faith, certain hope and
perfect charity, sense and knowledge, Lord—that
I may carry out Your holy and true command.

In documents that appeared after the meeting of Pope
Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras in 1964,
Francis-like references such as “fraternity” and “sister
Churches” are numerous. But there is something more. In
a private conversation (unknowingly recorded) between
Pope Paul VI and Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras, the
two leaders pledged that they would not let “questions of
primacy and prestige” interfere with the goal of discerning
the truth.3 If these two leaders could make this pledge, can
we who follow them not do the same?
Every year on June 29th and on November 30th (the feast
day of St. Andrew), representatives of the Vatican and the
Patriarchate come together to meet and embrace as brothers. The photos of these historic meetings, from Paul VI and
Athenagoras to Francis and Bartholomew, do not lie. They
clearly reveal the respect, sense of fraternity, and love that
exist between the two leaders. But do “respect,” “sense of
fraternity,” and “love” describe the relationships between
Orthodox and Catholic laypeople? Or, do bitter memories
still determine how Catholic and Orthodox Christians view
one another? Of course, pledging to erase the painful past
“from memory” is easier to write in a document than to accomplish in living relationships. Consequently, it might be
too soon for Orthodox and Catholic clergy and laity around
the world to gather together on June 29th and November 30th.
But is it too soon for Orthodox and Catholic Christians to
hope, pray, and begin to plan for such events in the future?
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~St. Francis’ Prayer before the Cross of San Damiano

Of course, pledging to erase the
painful past “from memory” is
easier to write in a document than to
accomplish in living relationships.
Notes:
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of Blessed Francis by Thomas of Celano (Chicago: Franciscan
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2. See “A Brief Explanation of the San Damiano Crucifix,”
https://peaceandallgood.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/SanDamiano-Crucifix-2.pdf, accessed 22 June 2021.
3. John Chryssavgis, “Pilgrimage toward Unity: Ecumenical
Patriarch Athenagoras and Pope Paul VI in Jerusalem [1964]
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2021.
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Oriental Orthodox Kinship and Anti-Racist
Futures in the United States

By Candace Lukasik and Christopher Sheklian

O

riental Orthodox make up perhaps the most diverse “family” of Christian churches in the United
States. Composed of Armenians, Copts, Eritreans,
Ethiopians, Syriacs, and Malankara Syriacs, these ancient
Christian churches are in full communion with one another.
In tandem, they are also united in shared postcolonial geographies anchored in Africa, South Asia, and the Middle East.
Churches within this “family” are entangled with imperial
histories and therefore with one another; the legacy of such
histories continues to be worked out in homelands and diasporas. Despite these entanglements, each of these churches has its own unique history, forms of oppression and triumph, and rich liturgical life that come together differently
in diasporic contexts like the United States. The Syriac and
Armenian churches in particular have had a strong presence
in the U.S. since the late nineteenth century.1 Others consecrated their first houses of worship in the decades following
the 1965 Hart-Celler Immigration Act – which eliminated racial quotas and allowed communities throughout the
Global South to immigrate to the U.S.2 Their diversity has
often precluded ecumenical activity within the family of
Oriental Orthodox Christianity, even as members of these
ancient churches encounter each other anew in diaspora,
outside of their historic geographic jurisdictions. This preclusion is the result of these churches’ having been mainly
disconnected from majoritarian state power and often subjected to foreign domination. Yet their unity in and through
diversity – in encounters with one another in homelands and
through necessity and reimagined kinship in diaspora – offers a model for ecumenical activity. This unity has recently
been honed along the lines of theopolitical problems, such
as racism, which demand an ecumenical approach.
Racism is to the core an ecumenical issue, in which the
oikoumenē extends beyond the Church to the whole world.
As the World Council of Churches stated over a decade ago,
racism is “an outrage against God, and a heresy against
the belief that all people are born equal and in the image
of God, and that all human suffering was a mark against
God.”3 Racism then denies the fundamental Christian truth
that humanity is made in the image of God. Any response to
such a devastating theological and anthropological affront
must itself be inclusive and ecumenical.
It was from such a conviction that, in the weeks after
the brutal murder of George Floyd, a lay group of Oriental
Orthodox Christians (including the authors of this piece)
came together to assert that this small but diverse branch of
the Christian family unequivocally rejects racism and should
work actively to heal the wounds of racism within and be-
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tween the family of churches and throughout the broader
U.S. The Oriental Orthodox churches, to varying degrees,
have experienced persecution and/or colonialism in their
home countries in a way that has shaped their transnational
communities and ways of life. Being in diaspora together
means engaging those histories in new ways, using such experiences to reevaluate collective identity and engender new
forms of solidarity. An Oriental Orthodox ethos, built on
shared theology, historical conditions, and migrant marginalization, formed the ethical basis for the Oriental Orthodox
Solidarity Project (OOSP). As the Project’s mission statement notes: “We aim to articulate what anti-racism and social justice mean for Oriental Orthodox Christians, while
also advancing and amplifying our Black sisters and brothers and other marginalized voices in the Oriental Orthodox
Church that experience discrimination within American
society and within our churches.”4 Through prayer, study,
and even pandemic-era online worship, OOSP members
grappled with what could and should be done by Oriental
Orthodox Christians. This act of coming together as a body
of Oriental Orthodox Christians was already in its own right
ecumenically radical. During the mid-twentieth century,
Oriental Orthodox collectivity (through a shared experience
of European imperialism) and decolonization emerged at
the same time, made possible by the work of solidarity in
and beyond theological communion. By a similar ethos, the
work of an anti-racist collective such as OOSP carries this
radical tradition of religious kinship.
continued on page 20
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the sin of racism. Small groups of concerned youth and
laypeople organized within each church. Yet, in choosing
to come together as pan-Oriental Orthodox lay Christians,
OOSP sought an explicitly ecumenical approach to an ecumenical problem.

Racism then denies the fundamental
Christian truth that humanity is
made in the image of God. Any
response to such a devastating
theological and anthropological
affront must itself be inclusive and
ecumenical.

In coming together as Oriental Orthodox Christians, the
group first asserted that the problem was bigger than any
one church. They thus sought a spiritual refuge from what is
at least in part a spiritual crisis. They recognized this crisis
as having a spiritual dimension, and a spiritual dimension
that exceeded both the problems and the resources of any of
the individual Oriental Orthodox Churches.

Of course, the Oriental Orthodox Churches officially
share communion, and an ecclesiastical coming-together in
the United States has mainly focused on liturgical con-celebration and clerical dialogue. In addition, the Standing
Conference of Oriental Orthodox Churches (SCOOCH)
in America, established in 1973, meets regularly (particularly in the Northeast) as a form of intellectual and spiritual companionship between the churches; the Standing
Conference also brings together Oriental Orthodox youth to
think about their shared connections with one another. After
1965, Ethiopians, Indians, Egyptians, and Eritreans came to
the U.S. and began to establish large communities in metropolitan centers. Syrians (especially Christian Syrians) and
Armenians began immigrating to the U.S. in the late nineteenth century. These particular immigration histories led
the members of SCOOCH to see one another not only as
a community of faithful but now also through their shared
histories as migrants. The 1999 mission statement of the organization notes: “The Mission of the Standing Conference
is to... demonstrate their solidarity as Oriental Orthodox;
sharing and learning from the particular experiences of the
member churches.”5

Statements like those from the World Council of
Churches recognized the reality that the problem of racism demands from the churches a response that exceeds
any single denomination or ecclesial hierarchy. Yet the
Oriental Orthodox Solidarity Project has also asserted that
the Oriental Orthodox Churches, taken together, might have
some particular spiritual approaches and insights pertaining
to the devastating error of racism. The group, still meeting,
praying, and thinking together regularly, continues to articulate these spiritual approaches and insights. We identify
three of them here: the strength of unity in diversity, borne
out in the specific way the Oriental Orthodox “family” of
churches is constituted; the insights that come from a historical experience outside of imperial power and often (but not
always) divorced even from state power; and the specific
theology of a branch of Christianity still outside the discursive mainstream of Christian experience – in both Orthodox
and non-Orthodox worlds.
Perhaps the first and most obvious contribution of
the Oriental Orthodox Churches to combating racism in
America derives from their unusual collective composition.
Unlike the Catholic Church, with a strong singular hierarchy, or even the Eastern Orthodox Churches, which recog-

Yet, OOSP has taken Oriental Orthodox kinship a step
further, by addressing a foundational issue of the society in
which we live, rather than transposing homeland cultures,
politics, and social life onto a diasporic landscape. More
explicitly, the solidarity of the OOSP is grounded in a specifically Oriental Orthodox response to an American issue.
That is, it is a fundamentally different – and new – form of
Oriental Orthodox connection to work together in combatting a social issue in the “lands of immigration,” instead of
coming together simply because they are a group of churches with shared historical/ecclesial links in a given location.6
OOSP recognized that a problem like racism in the U.S. requires a response beyond any of the individual churches.
Each church, either through its hierarchy (in the form of
statements) or its clergy (in the form of sermons) addressed
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021
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nize a diversity of autonomous churches while nonetheless
acknowledging the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople
as the “first among equals,” the Oriental Orthodox Churches
are all each distinctive ecclesial hierarchies with their own
histories, liturgical rites, and languages of liturgy and scholarship. Ostensibly what unites them is the common experience of rejecting the theological conclusions and the
imperial politics of the Byzantine church. This history of
resistance conditions the different experiences of each of
the churches and provides the theological justification for
considering them all part of one “family.” Yet such a family
recognizes, celebrates, and accepts substantial difference –
of language, liturgical rite, even theological emphasis – as
part of its constitution.
For Oriental Orthodox, unity in and through diversity also includes the experience of immigration and racialization in the United States. On the one hand, all of these
churches are composed of immigrants arriving in the United
States beginning in the late nineteenth century, with dioceses outside their historical geographic jurisdictions. On
the other hand, the historical particularities of each church’s
immigration and subsequent engagement with American
racial sensibilities differ from one another. Being part of a
“family” of churches that spans recognizable racial experiences in the United States, each Oriental Orthodox Church
has encountered American ideas of race and racist systems
uniquely. Armenians and Syriacs, present in the United
States since the late nineteenth century, actively sought
the benefits of legal whiteness in cases like Dow v. United
States (1915) or United States v. Cartozian (1925).7 Coptic
Christians, hailing from Egypt, have grappled with forms
of anti-Muslim/Arab bias,8 the Malankara Church encounters American notions of race through the prism of caste,9
and the Tewahedo churches have had an often complicated
relationship with American notions of blackness.10 Oriental
Orthodox Christians encounter American racialized logics
in remarkable diversity. Coming together in the unity of the
churches while respecting these different encounters is indeed a synecdoche for anti-racist coalition-building.
A second contribution to the work of anti-racism in
America stems from one of the shared experiences of
the Oriental Orthodox Churches. Each of these churches,
in their slow rejection of the theological positions of the
Byzantine Empire, found themselves outside the dominant
imperial power of the day. Most of these churches, even
when supported by the power of a state, did not have the
hegemonic regional authority of an empire behind them.
Similarly, after the Ottoman conquest of the Byzantines,
most of the Oriental Orthodox Churches found themselves
under the yoke of another imperial power. The Tewahdorite Church, as OOSP members Deacon Mehari Worku and
Deacon Alemesilasé Sahlesilasé have detailed, resisted the
ECUMENICAL TRENDS

There is thus a deep strain of
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even anti-statist experience in the
Oriental Orthodox family of
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diasporic organizing around
anti-racist futures.

Italian fascist invasion of Ethiopia.11 There is thus a deep
strain of anti-fascist, anti-imperial, and even anti-statist experience in the Oriental Orthodox family of churches that
manifests itself in diasporic organizing around anti-racist
futures.
Finally, the shared witness grounded in these historical experiences influences and shapes the distinct theology of these churches. As an underappreciated strain of
Christianity in the public Christian discourse in America,
Oriental Orthodox Christian theology can provide new vistas from which to counter racist attitudes within both the
church and the broader oikoumenē. For example, in the
Armenian Christian tradition, there is an emphasis on the
Cross of Christ that manifests in several feast days dedicated to the Cross (including uniquely Armenian ones like the
Celebration of the Holy Cross of Varak), a full octave of
hymns of the Cross for the Feast of the Exaltation, and the
telling use of the word nshan, which means most broadly
“sign,” to designate the Cross.12 This Armenian emphasis
on the Cross resonates with insights from Black liberation
theology, such as James Cone’s arguments in The Cross
and the Lynching Tree.13 The failure of theological imagination that Cone identifies is at least in part due to the paucity of Christian voices included in the theological mainstream. Insights from the distinct theological traditions of
the Oriental Orthodox Churches can enrich the American
theological imagination in its necessary efforts to confront
racism.
These Oriental Orthodox Christian spiritual insights
and approaches to the devastating error of racism come
from an ongoing conversation and are mere starting points
for what could be a robust ecumenical conversation. On the
one hand, the American experience of race is distinctive.
Therefore, the ecumenical efforts of the Oriental Orthodox
Solidarity Project that bring together these ancient churches
are suffused with the particularities of the American expe-
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Society in the Eritrean Diaspora,” Identities: Global Studies in
Culture and Power 10.3 (2003): 274. For details of Coptic migration to North America, see Michael Akladios, “Heteroglossia:
Interpretation and the Experiences of Coptic Immigrants from
Egypt in North America, 1955-1975,” Historie sociale/Social history 53.109 (November 2020): 627-650.

Being part of a “family” of churches
that spans recognizable racial
experiences in the United States,
each Oriental Orthodox Church
has encountered American ideas of
race and racist systems uniquely.

3. World Council of Churches, “Racism today: Rationale for ecumenical commitment,” December 6, 2008, https://www.oikoumene.org/resources/documents/racism-today-rationale-for-ecumenical-commitment.
4. Oriental Orthodox Solidarity Project, “Equality and Equity are
Matters of Faith,” accessed June 15, 2021, https://www.orientalorthodoxsolidarity.org/our-values.

rience. At the same time, it is a prescient effort and potential model for Oriental Orthodox Christians in other parts of
the world that this mostly lay and young group of Oriental
Orthodox Christians has joined together in a diasporic setting to confront an ecumenical problem with an ecumenical
spirit. Perhaps more importantly, the insistence on such a
spirit in the face of problems that are relevant to the entire
oikoumenē may serve as inspiration not only for the broader
Christian response to racism in America but also for any
issue that demands a truly ecumenical approach.
Authors’ Note: This essay was supported by our participation as Senior Fellows in the “Orthodoxy and Human
Rights” project, sponsored by Fordham University’s
Orthodox Christian Studies Center, and generously funded by the Henry Luce Foundation and Leadership 100.
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In Memoriam
Remembering Two Successful Styles of
Ecumenical Engagement:
Archbishop Alex Brunett (1934-2020) and
Fr. Bruce Byrolly (1932-2020)

“T

By John Borelli

he ecumenical endeavor demands the engagement of all the faithful, and not only of theologians and church leaders meeting in international dialogues.” This is the most important line in the new
“handbook” of the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of
Christian Unity. The attitudes and commitment of the laity
are essential for restoring unity among Christians; nevertheless, with pastors in mind, the Pontifical Council prepared its handbook, The Bishop and Christian Unity: An
Ecumenical Vademecum (2020). While lay women and men
might choose to become informed ecumenical leaders, their
pastors are expected to be such leaders.

I arrived at the 1981 Leadership Institute a few days
after turning 35 and met then-Fr. Brunett, 47, a pastor in
Livonia, Michigan (and the NADEO President), and Fr.
Byrolly, 49, a pastor in Rehoboth, Delaware. At the time,
we probably did not imagine that at least four decades of
ecumenical work lay ahead of us, with Brunett increasingly
appearing on national and international stages and Byrolly
continuing to serve more and more profoundly in his diocesan communities. I was destined to leave academia for a
sixteen-year stretch on the BCEIA staff and then return to
academic life at Georgetown University designated to promote dialogue.

In 2020, two veteran ecumenical pastors passed from the
ranks of the Catholic clergy of the United States. One was the
retired Archbishop of Seattle, Alex J. Brunett; the other, the
long-time ecumenical officer for the Diocese of Wilmington,
Fr. Bruce Byrolly. While we remember them for how their
zeal for Christian unity found expression largely in different
realms, both were role models for clergy and laity alike for
ecumenical and interreligious engagement.

Our sessions together in 1981 unfolded over ten days
of intense instruction and discussion at the Institute for
Ecumenical and Cultural Research, St. John’s University,
Collegeville, Minnesota. Circumstances favored forming
lifelong friendships. Reflecting in-depth together on the
ecumenical movement was an exceptional opportunity,
especially because three ecumenical celebrities facilitated
us: the Collegeville Institute’s director, Dr. Robert S.
Bilheimer, a Presbyterian theologian and among the founders
of the World Council of Churches (WCC); and two Catholic
priests, Fr. Thomas F. Stransky, CSP, and Fr. John F.
Hotchkin. Fr. Stransky, a Paulist, was one of the founding
staff of the forerunner of Pontifical Council, namely, the
Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity (SPCU), serving
from 1960 through Vatican II and until 1970, and Fr.
Hotchkin was in his tenth year of a storied 30-year term
as BCEIA executive director. After 1970, the Secretariat/
Pontifical Council retained Stransky and Hotchkin as consultors for the remainder of their lives. A palpable pioneering mystique surrounded these facilitators, and no doubt
both Brunett and Byrolly absorbed new insights from them.

Coincidentally, I met both men at the same event in
1981. We were among the twenty-one registrants for the
first Ecumenical Leadership Institute, sponsored by the
Bishops’ Committee for Ecumenical and Interreligious
Affairs (BCEIA) and the National Association of Diocesan
Ecumenical Officers (NADEO). The BCEIA is still today
a standing committee of the US Conference of Catholic
Bishops while NADEO continues as the Catholic
Association of Diocesan Ecumenical and Interreligious
Officers (CADEIO).

While we remember them for how
their zeal for Christian unity found
expression largely in different
realms, both were role models for
clergy and laity alike for ecumenical
and interreligious engagement.
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Bruce Charles Byrolly, born and raised in Connecticut
and one of three children, enjoyed a privileged upbringing.
He attended The Taft School and graduated from Yale in
1954. Rather than choosing one of the expected high-earning professions, Bruce entered Theological College in
Washington, DC, and was ordained in 1958 for the Diocese
of Wilmington. Wherever Fr. Bruce served, he formed
ecumenical friendships. An avid, life-long learner, he thoroughly enjoyed the first Ecumenical Leadership Institute.
In 1988, he spent a sabbatical leave at the Weston School of
Theology, Cambridge, Massachusetts, and in his 80s, after
he and I were reacquainted during his 30 years of ministry
in Cambridge, Maryland, he was fulfilling requirements in
a non-resident D. Min. program at a Baptist Seminary in
Pennsylvania. He attended nearly all the conferences that
I organized at Georgetown University, beginning with the
2012 jubilee year of Vatican II and continuing beyond 2015.
On the initiative of Fr. James Gardiner, SA, a Franciscan
Friar of the Atonement, and others associated with the
Graymoor community and this journal, Fr. Bruce assisted
a growing personal bond between the Society of the
Atonement and the leadership of the Episcopal parishes
around Millington, Maryland. In that town the Society’s
Founder, Fr. Paul Wattson, SA, was born in 1863 and
raised by his Episcopalian parents, Fr. Joseph Wattson and
Mary Electa Wattson. Through Fr. Bruce’s good graces, the
Episcopal Diocese of Easton, Maryland, recognizes Fr. Paul
Wattson as one of their own, praying for him among the
saints.
In addition to serving on several diocesan boards and
commissions, Fr. Bruce was the diocesan representative to
the Delmarva Ecumenical Agency and to Project Equality.
He also chaired the Eastern Shore Religious Education
Co-op. His obituary in the Dorchester Banner, a county
newspaper for Cambridge, Maryland, reported that he “was
known in Dorchester and elsewhere as a passionate advocate for justice and the disadvantaged… often seen at local
demonstrations, sometimes riding an adult tricycle to keep
up with the marchers, most of whom were decades his
junior.” On December 8, 2020, at age 88, he drove the 100
miles north to the Delaware border to preside at liturgy
for the Benedictine Sisters of Newark, Delaware. Bishop
Francis Malooly, who presided at the graveside service on
December 30, commented that he got to know Fr. Bruce
only in his retirement, “whatever retirement really meant
for Bruce.” His passion to serve left him carelessly exposed
when he accepted the sisters’ invitation to stay for dinner. Four days later, he tested positive for COVID-19 and
emailed the news to his friends and family asking for their
prayers. He passed away on Christmas night, 2020.
Testimonies after his death confirmed that Fr. Bruce was
the personification of a pastor dedicated to the ecumenical
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021

Through Fr. Bruce’s good graces,
the Episcopal Diocese of Easton,
Maryland, recognizes Fr. Paul
Wattson as one of their own,
praying for him among the saints.
mission of the church. Representatives from other churches
attended the graveside service, and newspapers and town
chatter around Cambridge sang his praises for “seeing anyone in need, regardless of religion or time of day… a true
servant of God… fighting injustice, helping those in need,
whether it be physically, mentally, financially, spiritually.”
Like Fr. Bruce Byrolly, Fr. Alex Brunett was an ecumenically minded pastor. He stepped down as NADEO’s
President in 1983 but not from service to that network of
ecumenical officers. He took responsibility for publishing
its first Handbook on Ecumenism and distributed copies
at the 1986 National Workshop on Christian Unity. In the
early 1990s, as I was taking the first steps to develop an
apt model for Catholics and Muslims to join in a mutually
sponsored dialogue, Fr. Alex faithfully attended all sessions
with an imam, his friend in Detroit, to report on what was
succeeding locally for them. Then, in 1994, Pope John Paul
II named him bishop of Helena, Montana, and within two
years, his fellow bishops elected him BCEIA Chairman.
Alexander J. Brunett was born in Detroit in 1934, the
second of 14 children. He entered high school seminary at
age 12 and concluded with four years of graduate theological studies at North American College in Rome. He was
ordained in 1958, and after a few years, pursued further
theological studies at Marquette University and staffed
seminary education. In 1973, he became a pastor and began
serving the Detroit archdiocese as ecumenical officer.
As a bishop, Alex Brunett stepped comfortably into the
familiar responsibility to promote Christian unity through
dialogue, catechesis, and relationships. He readily accepted an invitation to attend the BCEIA-sponsored dialogue
of Orthodox and Catholic bishops. In October 1996, when
I initiated a partnership with the Islamic Society of North
America, headquartered in Indianapolis, Bishop Brunett
gladly joined us from Helena to co-chair that meeting and
then named a successor for ongoing annual convenings
of the Midwest Dialogue of Catholics and Muslims. On
February 1, 2000, when I inaugurated the third such region-
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personal reflections by Pope John Paul II (published as
Crossing the Threshold of Hope) had offended Buddhists. In
response, Bishop Brunett explained, the Pontifical Council
for Interreligious Dialogue had held in 1995 the first of four
international meetings with Buddhist leaders. I later learned
that officials in Rome thought he had overstated the issue,
but Buddhist leaders in the United States truly appreciated
what he said and how he said it. Six months after Bishop
Brunett’s message to Buddhists, Pope John Paul II named
him Archbishop of Seattle.

As a bishop, Alex Brunett stepped
comfortably into the familiar
responsibility to promote Christian
unity through dialogue, catechesis,
and relationships.
al dialogue, this time in Orange, California, with Southern
California Muslim leadership, Alex, by then the Archbishop
of Seattle, co-chaired the dialogue for its first two years. At
its second meeting, he spoke on “What Dialogue Means for
Catholics and Muslims,” at a public event hosted by The
Islamic Society of Orange County. He promoted the familiar bond of immigrants and their descendants for developing a culture of dialogue so that through dialogue we can
“seek to understand one another, to challenge one another to
understand each of our beliefs most deeply, and to grow in
our understanding of the greatness, abundance, and mercy
of God.”
Already in April 1997, as newly elected BCEIA chair,
Bishop Brunett had assured Buddhists of the respect of the
Catholic Church for what is true, holy, and good in their
teachings and practices and of our desire for sincere dialogue despite negative comments by Catholic leaders.
Although he did not specifically mention recent remarks by
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, inaccurately reported but deeply offensive to Buddhists, Bishop Brunett apologized and
implored that this be an occasion for forgiveness leading to
deeper friendship and opportunities for exploration of our
teachings. He did refer to incidents two years earlier, when

Already in April 1997, as newly
elected BCEIA chair, Bishop
Brunett had assured Buddhists of
the respect of the Catholic Church
for what is true, holy, and good in
their teachings and practices and
of our desire for sincere dialogue
despite negative comments by
Catholic leaders.

On December 17, 1997, at an ecumenical service on
the evening before his installation as Archbishop, Alex
echoed words from the 1995 encyclical of Pope John Paul
II, Ut Unum Sint, that ecumenism was not a mere appendix to the church’s traditional activities but an organic part
of our life and work. Speaking at St. Thomas University
in Houston in 1999 on the current status of the ecumenical
movement, now-Archbishop Brunett added his reflections
to the encyclical’s review of ecumenical progress and drew
upon his experiences intersecting with recent major developments. On October 31, 1999, he welcomed Lutheran
and other Christian leaders to his cathedral to celebrate
and pray for continuing success of the dialogue, which that
day had brought Lutheran and Catholic leaders together in
Augsburg, Germany, to sign the Joint Declaration on the
Doctrine of Justification.
In September 2000, speaking insightfully as an experienced ecumenist, Archbishop Brunett issued a statement
on the declaration Dominus Iesus, recently released by the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. He reminded the
public that those experienced in ecumenism know the importance of having “a clear understanding of their own religious convictions and ecclesial identity” and confirmed that
the 1995 encyclical of Pope John Paul II, Ut Unum Sint, is
“of greater significance for the church” and offers “a much
clearer understanding of the need to look deeply into our
own lives and to ask forgiveness for the times that we have
offended others.” Thus, the declaration, he judged, “does
not add much to the process nor does it further the cause of
mutual understanding and respect.”
Also in 2000, Archbishop Brunett was appointed
co-chairman of the Anglican-Roman Catholic International
Consultation (ARCIC) and attended the historic gathering
of Anglican and Catholic bishops at Mississauga, Ontario,
to sort out the next steps for full communion – despite recognized challenges, particularly on who may serve in ministry.
An International Anglican-Roman Catholic Commission on
Unity and Mission (IARCCUM) resulted from that consultation, and Alex became a member. Under his leadership on
ARCIC, eventually alongside the Most Rev. Peter F. Carnley
continued on page 26
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After a public incident at the State Capitol in Takoma
in 2003, when representatives objected to an imam who
offered prayers, Archbishop Brunett told the clergy and
faithful of the archdiocese that “ecumenical and interfaith
relations have been possible because leaders are committed
to the values of mutual respect and civility, thoughtful dialogue, and appreciation of commonalities and differences.”
He shared a valuable lesson from 40 years of experience:
“no matter how wrong or ill-founded you think another person’s opinion or creed may be, you always treat that person
with respect.”

Alex echoed words from the 1995
encyclical of Pope John Paul
II, Ut Unum Sint, that ecumenism
was not a mere appendix to the
church’s traditional activities but
an organic part of our life and
work.

(Archbishop of Perth and Anglican Primate of Australia),
the dialogue produced the agreed statement, Mary: Grace
and Hope in Christ (2004), which remains a significant
statement of Anglican and Catholic consensus. In 2007, he
celebrated with other members of IARCCUM their hopeful
report, “Growing Together in Unity and Mission.”
In late summer 2000 as well, Archbishop Brunett welcomed to the Seattle-Tacoma area participants in the Sixth
International Conference of the Society for BuddhistChristian Studies, meeting at Pacific Lutheran University.
He observed how their theme, “Buddhism, Christianity and
Global Healing,” was close to his own heart. He then declared that “the genuine response from both our traditions
is to respect one another, to encourage one another in the
sincere search of the truth and to join together in service
to those in need and for the welfare of the earth.” He concluded with how he was personally moved by the visit of
Vietnamese Archbishop Nguyen Van Thuan to Seattle. He
observed that to be a practicing Buddhist or a practicing
Christian in certain places puts one at risk of violence and
discrimination and that Buddhists and Christians are still
perceived, in some societies, to be outsiders or to be practicing a religion with unhelpful foreign influences. He concluded: “Those who have suffered persecution and death
inspire us also by reminding us how serious is our responsibility in this free society to promote religious freedom and
respect for one another.”

In 2012, Alex, by then retired, was invited to offer a few
reflections to the “National Catholic-Muslim Dialogue.” He
had much to suggest after decades of dialogue and friendships with Muslims. Perhaps his most important reflections
at that late date were these: “Different times may require
different models for dialogue,” and “Interreligious dialogue
is both a process of spiritual growth and a set of experiences
that can have a transforming effect on those engaged in it.”
Given the diverse ways that the zeal for Christian unity and the resounding call of Vatican II for dialogue found
expression in the lives of Fr. Bruce Byrolly and Archbishop
Alex Brunet, this particular sentence from Fratelli Tutti
(§50), the encyclical on “Fraternity and Social Friends” by
Pope Francis, captures well what we remember from their
inspiring examples: “The process of building fraternity, be
it local or universal, can only be undertaken by spirits that
are free and open to authentic encounters.”

“Interreligious dialogue is both a
process of spiritual growth and a
set of experiences that can have
a transforming effect on those
engaged in it.”

Correction
In the September/October 2021 issue of Ecumenical Trends (50.5), a qur’anic citation was cut short in Naz Georgas’
article, “Learning from Mary in the Qur’an.” The article’s claim that “Together they are a sign of ‘grace and mercy
unto all people’” (page 15) should cite Q 21:91 rather than 21:9. This error has been fixed in the online edition of
Ecumenical Trends.
NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2021
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Week of Prayer
for Christian Unity
January 18-25, 2022

“WE SAW THE STAR IN THE EAST, AND
WE CAME TO WORSHIP HIM.”
CF. MATTHEW 2:2

WEEK OF PRAYER FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY 2022
FFA-PR-2021-07-16-Week-of-Prayer-Printready-125bleed-r1.0-Final.indd 1

8/19/21 12:35 PM

Materials such as: Prayer Cards n Service of the Word n Posters
Worship Bulletin Covers n Meditations for each of the eight days
All are available for purchase from:
Graymoor Ecumenical & Interreligious Institute
P.O. Box 300, Garrison, New York 10524
(845) 424-2109
For more details and to place an order, please visit
ECUMENICAL TRENDS
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