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ForewoRrD: THE ECUMENICAL ENDEAVOUR

It is a curious feature of the twenty-first century that the tribal-religious
identity conflicts that dogged Christianity for half' a millennium now seem
to be a thing of the past. Paradoxically, ecumenism itself can sometimes
seem as though it belongs to a bygone era of inter-denominational
rivalry—the kind in Great Britain, for example, that can now only be
found in Northern Ireland, Liverpool or parts of Glasgow. For most of the
developed world, however, religious identity is no longer centred on
inheritance, but rather on consumerism. Ecclesial ‘brand loyalty’ is argu-
ably a dying phenomenon.

Once upon a time, denominational names mattered a great deal,
although their origin is often forgotten. It remains the case that very few
denominations chose their own name—Christened themselves, so to
speak. ‘Anglicanism’ is a term that was popularised by James VI of
Scotland, and contains a degree of mocking irony. Similarly, ‘Anabaptists’
had their family name bestowed upon them by their detractors. Likewise,
Lutherans and Calvinists. Equally, ‘Methodist’ can also be read as a dubi-
ous compliment—another mildly derogatory ‘nickname’. ‘Roman
Catholic’ is arguably an attempt to meekly particularise the universal.

Yet now, in the twenty-first century, the Ecumenical movement has not
yet sighted the promised land of Unity. If anything many churches seem
to be specialising in fragmentation and exacerbating their differences.
Arguments over gender, sexuality and other issues seem to mock the
prayer of Jesus, ‘that they may all be one’ (John 17: 21).

I welcome, therefore, this fine volume that addresses the deeper pulses
that still drive the ecumenical endeavour. These include reception and
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viii  FOREWORD: THE ECUMENICAL ENDEAVOUR

hospitality, mutuality in learning, the valuing of diversity and difference,
and dialogue and discernment. I am well aware that many regard these
pulses—or valid, valued ecclesial concepts—as dangerous. For each in
their way calls for a degree of openness and vulnerability. But to detrac-
tors, it only presumes that our most cherished theological and ecclesial
proclivities are about to be watered down, or negotiated away.
Correspondingly, there has been an assumption that ecumenism, as an
agent or catalyst, has some kind of liberal agenda—a kind of reductively
driven homogenisation and pasteurisation of ‘organic-raw’ truth.

Of course, ecumenism is no such agent. Moreover, the appeal to mutu-
ality, hospitality, mutual learning and dialogue are well-scripted in the
scriptures. I will go further here and say that we can find Jesus practising a
kind of ecumenism in the gospels. Jesus regularly praises the faith of for-
eigners, gentiles and those outside his own tradition. Jesus is something of
an itinerant cross-border trespasser, reaching out beyond and telling sto-
ries about Good Samaritans, ministering in non-Jewish territory, and
affirming what he finds beyond his own margins and faith precincts.

Here, and in many respects, Jesus is the ‘body language of God’.
Simultaneously communicative and receptive; mutual, yet firm; learning,
yet teaching. Jesus, moreover, sees the unseen, hears the unheard and
touches the untouchable. His body is richly sensate and unafraid of receiv-
ing as well as giving.

The link between the incarnation and activity of Christ, and of pneuma-
tology and missiology, freckles the pages of the New Testament and is
even rehearsed in the Old Testament. Time and again, the people of Israel
are aided by foreign agents who function as instruments of their salvation.
Just as the early church had to learn that the Holy Spirit had been poured
out on all flesh, and that salvation would not come not only to, but also
through gentiles. Ecumenism, then, when it stresses mutuality and recep-
tion, hospitality and humility, merely traces the shapes of what the scrip-
tures have already spoken.

To root this in an example, I have only to think of the encounter
between Jesus and an un-named woman at Jacob’s Well (John 4: 1-42).
The well is still in Israel, and in Nablus, on the West Bank (Palestinian).
Built over it is a Greek monastery, and it was here, in 1979, that Sophocles
Hasapis, the parish priest and guardian of the well, lost his life. He was
viciously killed by fundamentalist Jewish settlers, who resented the pres-
ence of the small community of monks there, and the Christian shrine
built on and over what they felt was a sacred Jewish site. Then they threw
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a grenade into the church. The Well could not be more contested: Jewish,
Christian, Muslim—ancient and modern, it resides oddly in a sprawling
Palestinian town, living with its multiple identities.

Religion is an affair of the heart as much as the head. It inspires great
passion—love, and of course, hate. To some extent, the encounter that
Jesus has at Jacob’s Well with the unnamed woman is rooted in those same
dynamics. Contested space and arguments over what is sacred; hatred and
fear of people who see faith differently.

However, it would be a mistake to assume that purity and power are
only issues for small and kraal-like religious groups. Purity and power are
issues for all Christians and all churches, and fundamentalism and extrem-
ism, as a phenomenon or subject to study, is simply a concentration of a
‘problem’ that affects many different faiths, including all forms of
Christianity—including those that espouse liberalism or openness.
Boundaries of definition can quickly become borders marking territory
and, ultimately, evolve into barriers.

And it is into this that Jesus walks. He has started to go back to Galilee,
where we are treated to a story about water and wells that never run dry.
But before he can get to Galilee from Judea, he must pass through
Samaria—he has to cross a region that is, by definition, a place of taint and
compromise that is normally to be avoided. But Jesus does not need to
pass through Samaria; he could have chosen the route that follows the
Jordan Valley, and avoids Samaria. So John, in stating that Jesus ‘had’ to
pass through Samaria is not making a cartographical point. Jesus chooses
this route in the same way that the Son of Man ‘must’ suffer (Mark 8:31).
The accent is on Jesus’ obligation to a deeper path that remains concealed
from most of those who follow him. This is why Jesus arrives at the town
of Sychar (John 4: 5-6), taking a seat at Jacob’s Well (thereby linking
Jesus with the Patriarchs), with John telling us that Jesus is ‘tired’. It is the
sixth hour.

It is here that the Samaritan woman enters the story (John 4: 7). The
time of day for entry is critical, as it suggests her marginality. Water is tra-
ditionally drawn at dusk or early in the morning, when it is cool. But the
sixth hour is noon, when the sun is at its hottest, suggesting that this
woman’s company is questionable; she is something of an outsider even
within her own community. The woman is also unnamed—possibly a cod-
ing her as ‘undesirable’; or as a ‘sinner’. What is startling, therefore, is
Jesus’ direct address to her: ‘give me a drink’. Furthermore, notes John,
the disciples have all left to buy provisions: there is no mutual hospitality
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between Jews and Samaritans. This means that Jesus and the woman
are alone.

On one level, this request can be read as a gesture of reconciliation.
Jesus asks something of a Samaritan, and a woman. Jesus needs her help,
and he asks for it. But this gesture is, of course, met with astonishment:
‘how can you ask anything of me, a Samaritan?” And the response from
Jesus only serves to widen her eyes, for Jesus states that if she knew who
she was talking to and what God gives, it is she who would be asking for
water—*living water’. Or more accurately, in the Greek, this is ‘running
water’—an echo of that which flows from the rock in the desert from the
staff of Moses (Exodus 17: 5; Numbers 20: 11).

John is, in other words, making a contrast between the still, perhaps
even stale water of the well, and the water of life that Jesus speaks of. This
is a water that, literally, brings life. The conversation, like the depth of the
well, goes another stage deeper at this point. The woman’s question
becomes laced with rhetorical tropes: are you greater than Jacob? Where
do you get this living water from? John turns the woman’s astonishment
into curiosity—she wades into the deeper waters of the conversation. And
again, the conversation turns on—what to us, must seem like a staged
artificiality—to draw the woman in even deeper. Jesus says: ‘anyone who
drinks from this well will be thirsty again ... but whoever drinks the water
I give will never thirst again’.

The Well, just as it was violently contested in 1979, was also contested
in Jesus’ day. Here we have a sacred site in disputed ownership. But Jesus’
ministry returns the Well to Common Ownership. By reaching out to the
woman, and talking about the true water of life, he is asking us to put our
differences aside, and focus on the deep unity we share.

A vital key to ecumenism may lie here, and it is one that this volume,
the editors and authors, are fully alive to. If one denomination can learn to
live in humility and grace with its profound differences—and not allow
itself to be destroyed by pride and anger, or by self-righteousness, or by
imputing denigration on another denominational path—then there may
be hope for deeper cross-party denominational rapport to develop.
Ultimately, unity cannot be imposed: it has to be discovered and culti-
vated, organically.

I am often struck by Jesus’ teaching on purity, and his ecumenical cre-
dentials are especially sharp in this respect. ‘Beware the leaven of the
Pharisees’ (e.g., Luke 12: 1-3) might appear to many readers to be a clear
and hostile warning about a branch of faith. That most Bible translations
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substitute ‘leaven’ for ‘yeast” does not help us, as yeast is an ingredient that
is separate from dough, and added to it to make it rise. But the hearers of
Jesus’ original words would have understood him quite differently.
Because yeast was a virtually unknown ingredient in bread-making in the
ancient world, it is the ‘leaven’ that we should attend to. Leaven comes
from yesterday’s bread, and are the naturally occurring sourdough
microbes that produce the slight ferment in the dough, causing it to rise.
Each batch of bread will be made fresh, daily. But each loaf uses a tiny
amount of yesterday’s bread, with its natural ‘mould’, to make the new
loaf lighter, and to rise. Paying close attention to Jesus’ words, we also
note that he does not reject the leaven of the Pharisees—only that we
should beware of it.

So Jesus’” warning about leaven constitute a far more subtle image than
it first appears. We are being inducted into an arresting allegory, for Jesus
is inviting us to see that we are composed—in our faith tradition—through
the new and the old, and through the fresh and the mouldy. No one
would sit and eat yesterday’s moulding dough. But you cannot make new
bread without it. There is something in the words of Jesus, therefore, that
invite us to contemplate kneading, proportionality and purity. Jesus is
arguing against radical purity, and asking us to recognise that even in new
expressions of faith, there will be shared ingredients, and a blend.

Jesus’” words remind us that just as the fresh bread of his day needed to
be baked with a small amount of the moulding dough of the previous day,
so our faith needs to be remember that we can never be fully set apart from
those (like the Pharisees) that we now regard ourselves as being so utterly
unlike. ‘Leaven’, therefore, is a cipher: it emphasises the need for charity,
reception and discernment. For we are connected. And the hearers of
Jesus’ words would have understood that the leaven meant that even in a
new expression of faith, some of the old would be present, necessary and
generative.

In view of the lesson of the leaven, what can we learn from Jacob’s Well,
Jesus and the Samaritan woman for our own ecumenical endeavour? The
story ends as it began—with a tale of an unexpected encounter, with
themes of taint, surprise and boundary crossing redolent in the text. A
group of Samaritans now come to see Jesus, prompted by the un-named
woman. This in turn prompts an excursus from Jesus about the harvest—a
cipher for God’s abundance, but also judgement. But it is now obvious (if
also perhaps puzzling to the disciples) that Jesus, throughout this
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encounter, is making a profound series of political statements about the
nature of the kingdom and the Messiah. We can summarise these briefly.

First, it is God, who in Christ, comes to the Samaritans, and engages
with them on their own territory and in their own idiom and dialect. This
was not the obvious route for Jesus to take to get to Galilee—he chose to
deviate, and allowed himself to be purposefully distracted.

Second, the message to the Samaritans is not ‘become a Jew like me’,
but rather ‘there is a time when tribal boundaries will cease to matter’, and
genuine faith will not be about which party, sect or denomination one
belongs to, but instead be about ‘spirit and truth’. Christians—or perhaps
we should say, denominations—need to be reminded that the establish-
ment of the Kingdom of God is the main project, and not the mainte-
nance of churches.

Third, this is a story radical inclusiveness. Indeed, in some respects, this
is a story about reception and convergence, and commonality. As is so
often the case in the gospels, Jesus is fraternising with people that raise
questions about his taste, discernment and even purity. But Jesus is not
interested in the labels we impute upon each other. This is all about abun-
dant grace. Jesus meets us all on the one, same level.

Jesus” work with the Samaritans carries an important message for us in
ecumenical endeavour. For Jesus, in reaching out to the Samaritans as
equals, makes a decisive contribution to that elusive search for true unity—
one that respects the dignity of difference. Ecumenism is not driving
towards a kind of reductively driven homogenisation and pasteurisation of
‘raw’ truth in order to manufacture something that is a compromise for all
tastes. Rather, it is a search for the genuine differences between us that will
further illuminate our pilgrim journey together, even as we also celebrate
our shared commonalities.

I welcome this fine volume on ecumenism, which stresses the open
nature of learning and mutuality—if we are to discern the pedagogy of the
Holy Spirit. The editors are to be congratulated on assembling a prescient,
rich and vibrant range of perspectives, who speak into the heart and soul
of what it is to travel together, celebrate our unity, confess our divisions,
but rejoice in our diversity. In the midst of this, what ecumenical endeav-
our has taught us is that difference is not a sign of weakness, but rather of
strength. The diversity within the wider church has always been one of its
most glorious treasures, and a true ‘sign’ that no one denomination can
fully reflect or reify the mystery of God. Ecumenism celebrates this, and it
has created a variety of dialogical possibilities; of staying within a faith yet



FOREWORD: THE ECUMENICAL ENDEAVOUR  xiii

changing; and of moving to and from traditions, yet without abandoning
our denominations.

Though we are many, we are one body, because we all share in one
bread. It is bread for the world. And ecumenical endeavour is something
of'a leaven for churches and denominations as they seek a unity that might
feed and nourish the wider world. In this, Christians need pray only one
prayer: ‘may we all be one’ (John 17: 20-21). But we still thank God that
we have been created as distinct and different, each of us in the image of
the one who fashioned us. Ultimately, the ecumenical endeavour witnesses
to that simple truth: we are better together than apart. Unity, not unifor-
mity, remains our truest calling.

Christ Church The Very Rev’d. Prof. Martyn Percy
Oxford, UK
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Virginia Miller and The Most Rev’d. Sir David Moxon

In 2017, Charles Sturt University and the Australian Catholic University
co-hosted the Fourth International Conference on Receptive Ecumenism in
Canberra, Australia. This conference was a successor to conferences in
Durham and Connecticut and built on ideas that were expressed at these
conferences. Receptive Ecumenism is a method of ecumenism that focuses
on learning from dialogue partners rather than being preoccupied with
teaching dialogue partners. Paul Murray, the originator of Receptive
Ecumenism, claims that productive ecumenical dialogue begins with
introspection and an awareness of one’s own deficiencies and the possibil-
ity that one’s dialogue partner can assist to correct these deficiencies. It is
claimed that this processleads to ongoing shared learning and improvement.

The popularity of Receptive Ecumenism in ecumenical circles, at this
time, cannot be denied. Indeed, Receptive Ecumenism is commonly
referred to as a movement and not merely as a scholarly undertaking or an
exercise in Christian praxis. It might even be said that the term Receptive
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2 V. MILLER AND THE MOST REV’D. SIR D. MOXON

Ecumenism has entered into the common parlance of ecumenical dialogue
to express the basic idea expressed above and, presumably, to signal an
allegiance to this movement.

However, caution must be exercised in academia with movements.
Often, movements are uncritically accepted, and their benefits can be over-
stated. In this book, we offer a range of different perspectives on Receptive
Ecumenism. Notably, this book contains a contribution from Murray out-
lining methodological advances in Receptive Ecumenism. This book also
includes contributions which are, at least in some part, not convinced by the
claims of Receptive Ecumenism. For instance, Ray Williamson argues that
the basic principle of Receptive Ecumenism is not new, and Peter Carnley
argues that Receptive Ecumenism has limited utility. Yet, notwithstanding
these criticisms, many of the contributions in this book discuss the utility of
Receptive Ecumenism, especially at the local level of the Church.

Most of the chapters in this book were originally presented at the
Fourth International Conference on Receptive Ecumenism. However, addi-
tional scholars were invited to contribute work to this volume. Therefore,
many chapters in this book do not mention Receptive Ecumenism.
However, all of the contributions in this volume sit within the theme of
ecumenism broadly speaking. Furthermore, the contributions in this book
represent the conference theme—Leaning into the Spirit: Discernment,
Decision-Making and Reception. The overarching theme of the conference
and also of this book, that of ‘leaning into the spirit’, implies that it is God
who will lead the Church into its fullness in grace. However, this is not to
suggest that ecumenism is a passive undertaking. The other elements in
the theme denote the kind of active participation that ecumenism requires,
that is, discernment, decision-making and reception. Indeed, the authors
in this book argue that productive ecumenical exchange presupposes the
ecumenist is formed in the principle of Christian love, intellectually pre-
pared for the exercise, free of political agendas, and actively engaged in the
pursuit of Christian unity, and /or ecumenical mission work.

The structure of this book conforms to the aforementioned theme and is
separated into four sections: each representing a different stage or a different
mode of ecumenical inquiry and praxis. The first section titled The Spirit of
Ecumenism: Theological Impulses includes three essays that assist in this first
stage of discernment where we consider different theological positions.
These essays combine the fundamental areas of systematic theology that
are important in ecumenical inquiry—Christology, Trinitarian theology,
Pneumatology and Ecclesiology.
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The second section of this book is titled Context for Discernment and
Decision-Making. The contributors in this section discuss the challenges of
ecumenism in different contexts. For instance, Mary-Anne Plaatjies-Van
Huftel discusses her work with the World Council of Churches (WCC)
and the World Communion of Reformed Churches (WCRC) as well as at
Stellenbosch University in South Africa. Stan Chu Ilo discusses ecumen-
ism in the context of Africa. Paul Pulikkan discusses the challenges of
ecumenism in India. Callan Slipper offers a reflective account of ecumen-
ism in the context of a religious community.

Section three of this book, Receiving Through Dialogue: Past and Present,
is concerned with bilateral dialogues. It includes unofficial reports from
members of the Anglican Roman Catholic International Commission
(ARCIC), the Malines Conversation Group and the Australian Roman
Catholic-Lutheran dialogue, and Ray Williamson’s response to these reports.
This section of the book is concerned with the process of reception. It is our
claim that enduring and workable change is dependent on decisive theory.

The last section of this book, The Spirit of Convergence: A Way Forward?
focuses on the latest developments in ecumenism and/or novel approaches
to ecumenism. There are five diverse contributions in this section. In the
first section, Paul Avis argues for a method of ecumenism that focuses on
what he calls the three ‘Cs’—conversation, conversion and communion.
Virginia Miller revisits the question of the ordination of women with regard
to the notion of complementarity. Thomas Rausch argues that the future
of ecumenism must include new Church movements including Pentecostal
and neo-Pentecostal churches. Paul Murray discusses the latest develop-
ments in Receptive Ecumenism. Peter Carnley’s contribution argues that
Receptive Ecumenism is self-limiting and that the future of ecumenism will
be ‘genuinely new, and inevitably disturbing and challenging’.

As mentioned above, the opening line of inquiry in this book is con-
cerned with, what we are calling, theological impulses. Michael Welker’s
first contribution in this section is titled Spirit Christology: Rethinking
Christo-Centric Theology. In this chapter, Welker discusses the Christology
of the Reformers and, in particular, the criticism that this theology is
overly focused on a single aspect of the Trinitarian God. He claims that
this is a misunderstanding which does not consider the background theol-
ogy of the Reformers, which is critical of an overemphasis on abstract
thought. Welker argues that we come close to God through the humanness
of Christ and the Scriptures, not through metaphysical theorizing.
Thereby, Welker claims that for the Reformers, the Trinitarian God is



