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Ecumenism: May Catholics pray together with non-Catholics?
The terms ecumenism comes from the Greek oikoumene which means "the whole inhabited world".
Also see http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Ecumenism. 

Apparently, it was first used in the context of Christian unity by a Lutheran named Zinzendorf, 1700-1760 [http://www.religion-online.org/showchapter.asp?title=1573&C=1518].  

Heretic and ex-priest Martin Luther launched the “Reformation” in 1517 and was excommunicated from the Church by Pope Leo X:
EXSURGE DOMINE AND DECET ROMANUM PONTIFICEM EXCOMMUNICATING MARTIN LUTHER LEO X JUNE 15, 1520 and JANUARY 3, 1521
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/EXSURGE_DOMINE_AND_DECET_ROMANUM_PONTIFICEM.doc
Pope Pius XI rejected the idea of ecumenism before the present ongoing movement was conceived:
MORTALIUM ANIMOS-ENCYCLICAL ON RELIGIOUS UNITY PIUS XI JANUARY 6, 1928 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/MORTALIUM_ANIMOS-ENCYCLICAL_ON_RELIGIOUS_UNITY.doc
[S]ome are more easily deceived by the outward appearance of good when there is question of fostering unity among all Christians…

This undertaking is so actively promoted as in many places to win for itself the adhesion of a number of citizens, and it even takes possession of the minds of very many Catholics and allures them with the hope of bringing about such a union as would be agreeable to the desires of Holy Mother Church, who has indeed nothing more at heart than to recall her erring sons and to lead them back to her bosom. But in reality beneath these enticing words and blandishments lies hid a most grave error, by which the foundations of the Catholic faith are completely destroyed.

[I]t is clear that the Apostolic See cannot on any terms take part in their assemblies, nor is it anyway lawful for Catholics either to support or to work for such enterprises; for if they do so they will be giving countenance to a false Christianity, quite alien to the one Church of Christ.

At Vatican Council II, the process of “ecumenism” was initiated with a pastoral document:
UNITATIS REDINTEGRATIO-DECREE ON ECUMENISM PAUL VI, VATICAN COUNCIL II NOVEMBER 21, 1964
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/UNITATIS_REDINTEGRATIO-DECREE_ON_ECUMENISM.doc
The “ecumenical directory” which the “Secretariat for the Promotion of the Unity of Christians – a body set up in 1960 for a practical rather than a strictly doctrinal purpose” published on May 14, 1967, was concluded in the Document:  
AD TOTAM ECCLESIAM-PRINCIPLES AND NORMS ON ECUMENISM PONTIFICAL COUNCIL FOR PROMOTING CHRISTIAN UNITY MARCH 25, 1993

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/AD_TOTAM_ECCLESIAM-PRINCIPLES_AND_NORMS_ON_ECUMENISM.doc
Pope John Paul II, of the “Spirit of Assisi” infamy, proclaimed the Church’s commitment to Ecumenism:
ET UNUM SINT ON COMMITMENT TO ECUMENISM JOHN PAUL II MAY 25, 1995
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/ET_UNUM_SINT.doc 

In 1999, the Catholic Church issued a “Joint Declaration” along with the Lutheran “church”: 
JOINT DECLARATION ON THE DOCTRINE OF JUSTIFICATION BY THE LUTHERAN WORLD FEDERATION and THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 31 OCTOBER 1999 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/JOINT_DECLARATION_ON_THE_DOCTRINE_OF_JUSTIFICATION.doc
This was followed by another in 2013, the year Pope Francis assumed the Pontificate:
FROM CONFLICT TO COMMUNION THE PONTIFICAL COUNCIL FOR PROMOTING CHRISTIAN UNITY and THE LUTHERAN WORLD FEDERATION 2013
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/FROM_CONFLICT_TO_COMMUNION.doc
But Catholics do not believe in the same things as per the Lutheran interpretation of the Scriptures:
HOW THE PROTESTANT REFORMERS VIOLATED THE INTEGRITY OF SCRIPTURE 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/HOW_THE_PROTESTANT_REFORMERS_VIOLATED_THE_INTEGRITY_OF_SCRIPTURE.doc
REFUTING THE PROTESTANT FALLACY OF SOLA SCRIPTURA 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/REFUTING_THE_PROTESTANT_FALLACY_OF_SOLA_SCRIPTURA.doc
THE CATHOLIC JESUS IS NOT THE SAME AS THE PROTESTANT JESUS 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/THE_CATHOLIC_JESUS_IS_NOT_THE_SAME_AS_THE_PROTESTANT_JESUS.doc
Yet, Pope Francis is doggedly pursuing a course that will lead eventually to God knows what:
QUO VADIS PAPA FRANCISCO 23-THE LUTHERANIZATION OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/QUO_VADIS_PAPA_FRANCISCO_23-THE_LUTHERANIZATION_OF_THE_CATHOLIC_CHURCH.doc
QUO VADIS PAPA FRANCISCO 30-ECUMENISM WITH PROTESTANTS 
http://ephesians-511.net/docs/QUO_VADIS_PAPA_FRANCISCO_30-ECUMENISM_WITH_PROTESTANTS.doc
QUO VADIS PAPA FRANCISCO 44-ARE THESE RUMOURS OR ARE INTERRELIGIOUS MASSES NEXT? 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/QUO_VADIS_PAPA_FRANCISCO_44-ARE_THESE_RUMOURS_OR_ARE_INTERRELIGIOUS_MASSES_NEXT.doc
So, by means of ecumenism, can Catholics truly PRAY together with Protestants (and non-Christians)?
Praying With Non-Catholics — Is it Possible?

http://www.christendom-awake.org/pages/thomas-crean/praying-with-non-catholics.htm
By Fr. Thomas Crean O.P., February 8, 2009 [Brown colour is the author’s. All other emphases mine.]
This article seeks to offer a theological reflection on a not unknown feature of the contemporary Christian world, namely public divine worship performed jointly by Catholics and non-Catholics. I shall consider first, by way of historical background, the traditional teaching of theologians on communicatio in sacris; secondly, the references to communicatio in sacris [sacrum= sacred rite] and to common prayer in Vatican II’s ‘Decree on Ecumenism’ [UNITATIS REDINTEGRATIO] and in some subsequent documents; and finally, whether certain current practices of common prayer are theologically defensible. I shall not consider the reception by Catholics of sacraments from non-Catholic ministers, nor the converse, as such practices do not of themselves imply a common, public worship.

Communicatio in sacris

The traditional teaching of Catholic theology on whether Catholics may participate in non-Catholic religious services is summed up by St Alphonsus Liguori in his Theologia Moralis. This doctor of the church writes, ‘It is not permitted to be present at the sacred rites of infidels and heretics in such a way that you would be judged to be in communion with them’.1 
The reason for this teaching is clear: religious commitments are naturally manifested by outward acts; and to perform an outward act expressive of a false religious commitment is a sin against the true faith. This is true even if the man in question retains the true faith in his heart. So to take the classic example, Christians in the Roman Empire realised that they must not throw incense before a statue of the Emperor, even if they had no belief at all in his divinity – for the act was of itself, in their context, expressive of such a belief, and hence sinful.

This teaching does not imply that the simple presence of a Catholic at a non-Catholic religious service is a sin. Thus moral theologians prior to Vatican II, following the lead of St Alphonsus, acknowledge that there may be a good reason for a Catholic to attend such a service, as when friendship leads one to attend a non-Catholic wedding. This is called by some theologians ‘passive communicatio in sacris’. It is active participation in a non-Catholic religious service which is forbidden by the traditional teaching on communicatio in sacris, for example joining in with psalms and hymns in the course of a Lutheran Eucharist. 
The following examples may serve to show the unanimity of pre-conciliar theologians on this point.

Fr. D. Prummer OP, writing in 1910, affirms in his Manuale Theologiæ Moralis that it is never licit for a Catholic to take part in a non-Catholic cult with the intention of worshipping God in the manner of non-Catholics, more acatholicorum. Such an act, he declares, is nothing other than a denial of the Catholic faith.2 
In the same year, writing an article on ‘Heresy’ for the Catholic Encyclopœdia, Fr. J. Wilhelm SJ affirms that a Catholic may attend non-Catholic services, but only ‘provided no active part be taken in them’. 
In an article on the same subject, the Dictionnaire de théologie catholique reiterates, in 1920, that active participation in non-Catholic rites is toujours interdite – the reason being that it is ‘equivalent to a denial of the Catholic faith’. 
In 1930, Fr. B. Merkelbach OP in his Summa Theologiæ Moralis writes that ‘active participation in the sacred things of a [non-Catholic] public cult is illicit, since it implies approval of the worship and a recognition of the sect.’3 
Using a slightly different terminology but teaching the same doctrine, Fr. L. Fanfani OP writes, in 1950, ‘material communicatio in sacris [‘material’ in the sense that the person in question does not mean to renounce his Catholic faith], if it is active and immediate, is never permissible for Catholics.’4 
The reason for this, he explains, is that such behaviour necessarily manifests a commitment to a heretical or at least an illegitimate cultus.

It is important to notice that this prohibition is not presented by these theologians as an ecclesiastical ban. It is not the law of the Church which is traditionally understood to exclude Catholics from taking part in non-Catholic services; it is the divine law, which requires that outward acts of worship be expressive of inward faith. Nor is common worship only forbidden when the prayers or scriptural translations used by the non-Catholic group have a heretical sense: the mere act of sharing the worship of a non-Catholic group, according to the teaching of the theologians cited above, implies a community of religion with that group, and hence constitutes a sin against the faith. This explains why, as Pius XI recalled in the 1928 encyclical Mortalium Animos, ‘[the] Apostolic See has never allowed its subjects to take part in the assemblies of non-Catholics.’
There are two more features of this traditional teaching which are relevant to the subject of this article. 
Whilst active communicatio in sacris is always judged impossible for a Catholic, the same is not true for a non-Catholic. It is not only not forbidden, it is in itself good that a non-Catholic should enter a Catholic Church to assist at the Mass or the divine office. Secondly, it is not considered impossible that a Catholic and a non-Catholic should pray together outside the context of public divine worship. Thus Fanfini remarks that for a Catholic and a non-Catholic to say the ‘Our Father’ together in private is permissible in certain circumstances, and is not in fact a sacrum, a sacred rite, at all.5
Unitatis Redintegratio and beyond

The Second Vatican Council gave its endorsement to work for the unity of Christians in the Decree Unitatis Redintegratio. After laying down in its first part some Catholic principles on ecumenism, the document goes on to speak of ecumenism in practice. In speaking of the necessary rôle played in the search for unity by conversion of heart and by prayer, it affirms:

In certain circumstances, such as prayers ‘for unity’ and during ecumenical gatherings, it is allowable, indeed desirable that Catholics should join in prayer with their separated brethren.6
Does this statement contradict the traditional teaching on communicatio in sacris which has just been outlined? No, for it is not stated that this common prayer must involve Catholics taking part in any prayers other than ones authorised by the Catholic Church and led by her sacred ministers. The Council Fathers however do not directly seek to relate their remarks about common prayer to what I have called the traditional teaching on communicatio in sacris; instead they go on to state that two principles must be borne in mind to establish a sound doctrine on such communicatio, namely ‘the need for the unity of the Church to be visibly manifested’ and ‘the grace that may be obtained thereby’. 
They further remark:

The expression of unity very generally [plerumque] forbids common worship [communicationem]. Grace to be obtained sometimes commends it.7
The Council Fathers say no more in this place about the practical implications of all this, save that it is best left to the prudence of the local bishop. Nor do they state whether the communicatio in sacris which is sometimes to be welcomed as a means of grace is an  active or passive communicatio, nor in what ‘direction’ the communicatio should go: thus they do not state whether what is to be sometimes welcomed is the active participation by Catholics in non-Catholic services, or the active participation by non-Catholics in Catholic services, or the simple presence of a Catholic at non-Catholic services, or the simple presence of a non-Catholic at Catholic services, or the active presence by both Catholics and non-Catholics at specially designed ‘ecumenical services’. It may be that all five of these forms of communicatio in sacris would, in fact, have been accepted or welcomed by the Fathers of the Council: but the text itself does not tell us.

Towards the end of the document, in section 15, the Fathers re-affirm that some forms of communicatio in sacris with the separated Eastern Churches are to be encouraged, given the valid sacraments enjoyed by these communities; again, however, they do not say whether it is Catholics who are to be encouraged to communicate in the sacra of the Eastern brethren, or they who are to be encouraged to communicate in ours. Nor is it specified whether such communication is to be active or passive; thus a Catholic who attended a liturgy in a separated Eastern community to ‘savour the atmosphere’ and to pray privately would be engaging in a form of passive communicatio – and the Council Fathers do not expressly say that it is anything more than this which is to be ‘encouraged’.

These considerations seem to show that the text of Unitatis Redintegratio contains nothing which contradicts the traditional teaching of theologians on communicatio in sacris. Whenever this practice is commended by the conciliar document, it is never explicitly said that it is active participation by a Catholic in non-Catholic services which is in question. Such may have been the ‘mood’ of the Council – but it is not the letter of the text.8
On 14th May 1967, the Secretariat for the Promotion of the Unity of Christians – a body set up in 1960 for a practical rather than a strictly doctrinal purpose - issued a document called Ad Totam Ecclesiam, being the first part of an ‘ecumenical directory’. [https://www.catholicculture.org/culture/library/dictionary/index.cfm?id=31680]   
In two key respects Ad Totam Ecclesiam goes beyond the letter of Unitatis Redintegratio. First of all, it expands the Council’s remark about the desirability of common prayer at prayer services for unity and during ecumenical gatherings. As it describes this common prayer, it is to be a matter not of non-Catholics joining in with Catholic services, nor of Catholics and non-Catholics praying together silently (both alternatives which were left open by the text of Unitatis Redintegratio), but rather of the participation of Catholics and non-Catholics in forms of public worship specially designed by representatives of their various communities. These representatives ‘should agree and co-operate…in deciding who should take part, what themes, hymns, scripture readings and the like should be used’. Such services, the document further states, should be modelled on the forms of community prayer ‘recommended by the liturgical revival’.9
Does this contradict the traditional teaching of theologians on communicatio in sacris? At first sight, it seems to offer a new case, one not considered by the pre-conciliar theologians: for it is not a question of Catholics joining in with Protestant (or Orthodox or non-Christian) services, but of their joining in with other Christians in services designed to be simply Christian services, and as such acceptable to all concerned. This question will be looked at in the last section of this article.

The second innovation of Ad Totam Ecclesiam, however, does contradict the traditional teaching of theologians on communicatio in sacris. The authors affirm that not only may a Catholic attend the services of an Orthodox community or of a Protestant one, he may also ‘take part in the common responses, hymns and actions’ of the community in question, ‘so long as they are not at variance with Catholic faith’.10 
Pre-conciliar authors, as we have seen, would have considered this a manifestation of allegiance to a cultus which was heretical or at least objectively illegitimate, and as such a fault against the virtue of faith.

The Catechism of the Catholic Church, in its section on the unity of the Church, does not use the term communicatio in sacris. It does however refer very briefly to the question of prayer in common with non-Catholics. The Catechism states that prayer in common is a necessary part of the ecumenical movement, and it then quotes the following sentence from Unitatis Redintegratio:

Change of heart and holiness of life, along with private and public prayer for the unity of Christians, should be regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement.11
Does this statement imply the adoption by the Catechism of Ad Totam Ecclesiam’s first innovation, that of specially prepared ecumenical services? Not necessarily, for as we have seen in the case of Unitatis Redintegratio, this recommendation of shared public prayer for the unity of Christians could be fulfilled by the participation of non-Catholics in Catholic services; all the more so, as this sentence from Unitatis Redintegratio immediately precedes one where the Council Fathers describe the long-established custom of Catholics as such praying publicly for the fulfilment of Christ’s prayer, ut unum sint. [“THAT THEY MAY ALL BE ONE”]
Finally, Pope John Paul II, in the encyclical letter Ut Unum Sint, similarly commends the practice of common prayer between Catholics and others, but does not stipulate in what such prayer should consist. He thus lays down as binding upon Catholics no more than was laid down some thirty years earlier by the Second Vatican Council.
What sort of common prayer is possible?

Thus far we have argued that Unitatis Redintegratio and subsequent magisterial documents contain nothing which formally contradicts the traditional teaching of theologians on communicatio in sacris. However, as we have also seen, another document, produced by a body whose function was apparently practical rather than doctrinal, does both formally contradict this teaching, and also introduce an apparently new question, that of the ‘ecumenical prayer service’. 
In this last section we shall offer some remarks on these two innovations made by the Secretariat for the Promotion of the Unity of Christians.

First of all, how might a proponent of the participation by Catholics in Orthodox or Protestant worship answer traditional theology’s condemnation of this? Quite commonly it is said that today, ‘we are in a new context’. Thus while in the past such participation might have been seen as a rejection of one’s own Church, or at least as culpable indifference towards it, today Christians are increasingly under siege from secular society, and so may rightly make common cause against it.

Yet to this one may reply that whilst our circumstances to-day are no doubt very different from those of the 16th Century, or of the 11th, circumstances alone may never justify an act which is intrinsically unlawful. Classical theology is unanimous in maintaining that the active participation by Catholics in, for example, a Protestant service, is unlawful of itself and not simply if it may give scandal by virtue of the circumstances, or if the ultimate intention of the Catholic is to belittle his own church. The reason for this, as we have seen, is that such worship of itself expresses unity of religion; the good faith of the worshippers is, in this sense, irrelevant.

A defender of such worship might object: still, the history of salvation gives us examples of actions which at one epoch are rightly regarded as intrinsically unlawful, and yet which are permitted, and even rewarded, by God at another – for example, polygamy. Could not participation in non-Catholic services be an example of such an action?
To this one may reply that the history of salvation shows us how man has been gradually enlightened concerning the demands of natural law, and has thus been gradually led to a stricter and more perfect morality. There are however no examples of man being gradually led by divine inspiration to practice a less strict adherence to the moral law. In the specific case of polygamy, St Thomas teaches that a dispensation was possible for the patriarchs insofar as the practice would leave intact the primary purpose of matrimony, the begetting of children, and impair only the second, the companionship of husband and wife. Polyandry, he further notes, could never be permitted, as this would harm the primary purpose of marriage. In the case of public divine worship the primary purpose is that God should be duly honoured, and the building up of fraternal ties between the worshippers is only the secondary purpose. Thus even supposing, per impossibile, that humanity was being divinely inspired to fulfil the demands of natural law less perfectly than before in regard to divine worship, it could not be in the way suggested by the objection, as this would involve sacrificing the primary purpose of divine worship to the secondary purpose.

We thus conclude that the traditional strictures against active participation by Catholics in non-Catholic services retain their compelling force.
Secondly, what of ‘ecumenical services’? (By this term I understand services where Catholics and non-Catholics come together to offer divine worship according to a text and ritual designed to be thus used in common.) As we have seen, the schola of pre-conciliar theologians states that Catholics should never participate actively in non-Catholic worship as this would manifest adherence to a non-Catholic religion. How might a defender of ecumenical worship as it is commonly found to-day respond to this stern injunction? He could either deny that ecumenical worship is rightly described as ‘non-Catholic’ worship, or else deny that it manifests adherence to a non-Catholic religion.

To begin with the first option. The adage lex orandi, lex credendi shows that the religious character of a given form of worship is determined by the beliefs which it incorporates: Catholic worship is Catholic because it incorporates Catholic beliefs and Protestant worship is Protestant because it incorporates Protestant beliefs. What are the beliefs which ecumenical worship, as such, incorporates? Clearly, the beliefs deemed to be common to all the great historic forms of Christianity. Thus many doctrines of the Catholic faith may be expressed in such worship: yet they will not be present because they are Catholic, but for another reason, namely that they are accepted by certain non-Catholics. Ecumenical worship, formally speaking, is thus not Catholic, because it is not designed to express Catholicism as such; it is therefore a non-Catholic worship.
Someone might object: it is true that ecumenical worship, for a non-Catholic, is not an expression of Catholic faith, for he does not have this faith to express; yet on the part of the Catholic, this worship does express the true faith, for all the doctrines expressed by the worship are held by the Catholic precisely in virtue of his Catholic faith. Thus the service is, from his point of view, a Catholic religious service, and thus legitimate.

Yet this seems insufficient. For a religious service to be genuinely Catholic, the beliefs which it conveys must be present because they are taught by the Catholic Church to be revealed by God. Otherwise it will be, at best, materially Catholic, but formally not. And the criterion which the organisers of an ecumenical service use in deciding which doctrines may be expressed in their service is not the teaching of the Catholic Church, but a de facto agreement between Catholics and others as to the truth of these doctrines. The fact that a Catholic participant believes in all these doctrines because they have been proposed to him by the Church does not change the fact that he is participating in a worship which is formally non-Catholic, just as much as he would be if he were, say, singing psalms at a Lutheran Eucharist – and this, if we accept the traditional teaching of theologians, is not possible.

The only way of denying that ecumenical services were forms of non-Catholic worship would be to deny that they had any true unity. Thus it might be said that although the various participants were, materially, performing the same actions, yet because of their different religious view-points, they were not participants in one and the same service; by singing hymns and psalms together, and offering the same prayers with one voice, Catholics and Protestants, say, were in fact offering two different services, one Catholic, one Protestant. And perhaps this is the best description of what is really happening at an ecumenical service, when all the parties act in good faith. Yet if this is what is happening, is it defensible? 
It would seem not, and for two reasons. First of all, it would mean worshipping God with a worship which is not what it seems – appearing to be offering a worship in union with all present, but in reality not doing so. And that is surely not tolerable – non enim est dissensionis Deus sed pacis (1 Corinthians 14:33). Secondly it would imply, at least on the part of the organisers of the service, an invitation to non-Catholics to do something objectively illegitimate, namely, to offer non-Catholic public worship.

Now to consider the second alternative: a proponent of ecumenical worship might well accept that such worship was not formally Catholic, yet go on to argue that it remains nevertheless untouched by pre-conciliar strictures against forbidden communicatio in sacris. Such strictures, he might say, apply only to those forms of non-Catholic worship which manifest adherence to a non-Catholic religion. Ecumenical worship, he might add, may indeed not express adherence to the Catholic religion; yet nor does it express adherence to a non-Catholic religion – for it does not express adherence to any religion. It is precisely designed to allow different Christians to worship God together without expressing adherence to a common understanding of Christianity. It is therefore legitimate.

Such a view is plausible; but is it tenable? Can there really be a public, divine worship which manifests adherence to no definite religion?

Let us consider what a human being, whatever his religion, seeks by engaging in a religious act. He is seeking to put himself or to maintain himself in a right relation with the Deity: that is what makes his act religious. He is not seeking merely to express certain convictions about God, as someone might do by filling in a questionnaire – he is seeking to come into the presence of God, and to be ‘ordered’ to God as God Himself wills. So by engaging in a given religious act, a person expresses his desire to be in a right relationship with God by means of it. But now let us assume that the religious act in question is a public act, i.e. the act of a community. By engaging in this essentially public act, the person would now be expressing his desire to be in a right relationship with God in or by means of this community. For since it is the community which is the subject of the religious act in question, by becoming a part of the acting community, he signifies that it has, for him, the power to perform a properly religious act, that is, to put him in a due relation to God. He may not in fact believe this – but it is what his act, as such, signifies.

Common worship need not imply a complete agreement on all matters concerning God and man. Thus within the Catholic Church, a Scotist and a Thomist may happily worship together. But if the foregoing reasoning is correct, common worship does imply an agreement that the community which thus worships together is a community in which God wills to be worshipped, and which is able to put one in a due relation with Him. In this sense, common worship does imply a common religion.

The Catholic, however, believes that it is in the visible Catholic Church, and only there, that God wills to be worshipped and that he can save his soul. He does not believe that any other community can bring him into a right relationship with God or maintain him in such a relation, except the Church. By engaging in ecumenical worship, therefore, he would seem to be in a contradictory position; he would be manifesting a religious commitment to a community which he believes has for him no salvific power, no power to put him in a due relationship with God. His act, as a public religious act, implies that he attributes such a religious power to the community; his faith forbids him to believe this. For he believes that if he left the Catholic Church, even to engage in exclusively ecumenical worship, he would lose his soul.

One may note that the same contradiction need not apply to Protestants from various denominations engaging in public prayer together. Though they may have serious disagreements, even on the very content of divine revelation – e.g. on whether it is God’s will that babies should be baptised; they would typically believe that it is possible to save one’s soul in a community where prayer is offered in Christ’s name and ‘the word of God is preached’. Such a community could be composed of members of various denominations gathered together. The Catholic, however, believes that it is in one particular, historical body, the Catholic Church, that God wills to be worshipped. In this respect, the disagreements of the various Protestant denominations are more akin to those which may exist between Catholic theologians of disparate ‘schools’.

One may further note that if, as we have argued, ecumenical worship places the Catholic in an anomalous position, he may not escape the anomaly by deciding or even expressly stating that in his case, such worship will not express a community of religion with those with whom he publicly worships but will simply be a gesture of good will towards them. For the expression of community of religion is intrinsic to the act of common worship, and not dependent upon the worshipper’s intention: it is a finis operis and not a finis operantis. In the same way, if someone told a lie to give pleasure to another, though his good intention would mitigate his act, he could not defend himself on the grounds that ‘he had decided’ that his words would, in this case, be an expression not of his thought but simply of his good will towards his interlocutor. For it is an intrinsic property of speech that it should express a thought.

To pursue the analogy: one could of course say words which were materially false to a group where everyone knew perfectly well that one did not mean them. This would then be not lying, but joking or play-acting. But such an exception evidently can give the Catholic no charter for ecumenical worship. Even supposing that the non-Catholics present knew perfectly well that he believed that God willed to be worshipped only in the Catholic Church, would they be happy, would it be consonant with reverence, that he should actively participate in an ecumenical service only on the clear understanding that this was for him but a pretence or a game?

Finally, what of the common affirmation that whilst it is impossible for Catholics to celebrate the Holy Eucharist with those who are not in full communion with us, ecumenical worship is the just expression of the real, but partial communion which we have with our separated brethren? It is of course right that this ‘imperfect communion’ should be recognised, and that our common allegiance to Christ manifested as far as possible. This could be done, for example, by Catholics and other Christians coming together to pray in silence before a crucifix or an icon of the Saviour. But as soon as the worship becomes genuinely public worship, following a text and ritual agreed with non-Catholics and perhaps even led by someone who is not a Catholic minister – and that perhaps even in the presence of Catholic clergy – then the act becomes the act of a non-Catholic community, and by participating in it, a Catholic is attributing a religious, salvific power to a community which he knows cannot save him.

Conclusion

In this article I have argued that the teaching of pre-conciliar theologians on communicatio in sacris is formally compatible with the teaching of the Second Vatican Council (though not with a later document published by the Secretariat for the Promotion of Christian Unity, a body whose function was practical rather than doctrinal.) 
I have also argued in defence of the traditional teaching that public worship in common with non-Catholics, except within explicitly Catholic services, implies a religious commitment which is logically incompatible with commitment to the visible Catholic Church as the One Ark of salvation. I have argued this last point especially with regard to that sort of worship which might seem most plausibly to demand a development of the traditional teaching, namely ecumenical worship; if my reasoning is correct, then it must apply a fortiori to active participation in the services of another Church or ecclesial community.
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Ecumenism: The conversion question
https://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/articles.cfm?id=483 
By Dr. Jeff Mirus, January 27, 2011

At Vespers on January 25th, Pope Benedict stressed the obligation each Christian has to work for Christian unity. That is clearly true, of course; after all, Our Lord prayed that His disciples might all be one. But the difficulty of the task and the desire to avoid offending people often leads to a misunderstanding of what is involved. We may concentrate so much on impersonal programs and policies that we forget the personal demands which the quest for Christian unity inevitably imposes. 
Much as we may work at this or that aspect of ecumenism, it remains impossible to separate the general cause of Christian unity from the need for direct, personal conversion. I do not exclude the conversion of Catholics to a deeper respect for their Christian brothers and sisters, but this is not the type of ultimate conversion I have in mind. An interesting case of what I do have in mind is found in Gilbert Meilaender’s article in the February 2011 issue of First Things, entitled “The Catholic I Am”. The title is very interesting indeed, because Meilaender is a Lutheran. 

A frequent contributor to First Things currently serving as Remick Fellow at the Notre Dame Center for Ethics and Culture, Meilaender is a deeply-committed Christian who reflects from time to time on the prospect of reunion with Rome. In his essay, he offers reasons for staying where he is, firmly in the Lutheran communion, and for the Lutheran communion staying where it is, firmly within itself. We have seen just this pattern of argument before—this enumeration of reasons to stand pat—and it often marks a middle stage in the process of conversion to Catholicism. Time alone will tell, but the argument is sufficiently desperate to be worth exploring. 

The Catholic Tradition 

Like the Anglicans of Newman’s generation, and many before and since, Meilaender chooses to see being Lutheran as one of several ways of living as part of the catholic tradition. Here “catholic” (small c) is perceived as the tradition of faith passed on to us in Scripture and by the Apostles, and represented not only by Roman Catholicism but by Orthodoxy and Protestantism. 

Meilaender is not insensitive to a certain confusion about this tradition. Just as we Catholics would distinguish and oppose trends in our own Church which devalue the tradition (e.g., Modernism and the secularization of Catholic thought), so Meilaender recognizes that not all Protestants really seek to live within the tradition. He knows that the mainline Protestant churches have largely been assimilated by secular culture, and this raises questions about the capacity of the tradition for self-preservation. But we’ll set them aside for now. 

Suffice it to say that Meilaender sees himself and Lutheranism as a legitimate part of this catholic tradition, one which in the sixteenth century offered a corrective to certain departures from the authentic tradition by the Roman Church, and one which still has an important and distinctive role to play in preserving the catholic tradition and passing it on. 

Meilaender enumerates several distinctive features of Lutheranism and Protestantism more generally, but he does not help his case by permitting one of them to loom larger than it should: 

A church without the hymns of Charles Wesley is one I would rather not contemplate. Indeed, one need only occasionally attend a Mass here and there (an experience that has never failed to prove disappointing for me) to be forced to ponder what a world without classical Protestant hymnody would be like.

I say this not to poke fun at Meilaender (as an argument, this sort of personal attachment ranks only slightly above the question of whether to use catsup on scrambled eggs), but to indicate how intensely emotional are the comforts of our own religious traditions, how much they have to do with our upbringing, formation and tastes, and how easily we confuse them (as all of us do) with true religion. And then, of course, we grow to regard our own tastes as important manifestations of the “catholic tradition”, from which convenient vantage point they serve as mighty justifications for our own rectitude. 

Meilaender acknowledges that Martin Luther did not begin by wanting to form a separate church, and that the quarrels of the sixteenth century over justification by Faith are no longer particularly sharp. Ultimately, to his credit, he abandons the argument that it is important for any Christian group to be “distinctive”. But at the same time, he believes it foolish to jettison the five hundred years of history which have shaped Lutheran religiosity within the larger catholic tradition, and from which—since these things are to Meilaender all part of the same catholic tradition—he has not yet found a compelling reason to turn away. What is perhaps the central passage of his article runs as follows: 

For my part, I believe that the Church’s genuine oneness need not be translated into institutional unity. If this commits me to believing that the one holy catholic and apostolic Church is “invisible”, that’s all right. Invisibility in this sense is not a way of escaping from time, place, and embodiment. On the contrary, it is a way of taking time seriously, a way of recognizing the multiform manner in which the one Church—under, surely, the governance of the Holy Spirit—has taken shape in human history. Energy devoted to reshaping Lutheran ministries and practices in order to make them satisfactory to Rome is energy better spent, I suspect, in shaping the lives of Christian people in faithful obedience and in being the voice of Christ in and to the world.

Mere Christianity 

The logical response is to ask, “What spirit was really at work, and how do we know? Also, obedience to what? And which alleged voice of Christ?” The trouble with all this is that it presupposes what C. S. Lewis called “mere Christianity”, which in turn presupposes three other principles, all of which are demonstrably false. First, mere Christianity assumes that the beliefs most Christians hold in common are somehow more central or important to Christianity than the beliefs over which they differ, as if mere Christianity is not exactly what it would otherwise appear logically to be, namely merely a Christianity which is missing a number of vital parts, and so is inevitably both broken and dysfunctional. 

Second, mere Christianity assumes that it has within it the means to preserve itself when, in fact, one of the things it leaves out is the very authority principle so essential to self-preservation, the one thing required to prevent any group from claiming whatever it wants to be true, the devastating results of which are easily demonstrated through both logic and history. And third, mere Christianity assumes that the differences among various Christian groups are insufficiently powerful to undermine the effectiveness of Christian witness throughout the world, rendering Christianity not so much a witness to truth as the ultimate witness to the proposition that truth is unknowable (if even Christians cannot agree about it). The falsity of this assumption is obvious to anyone who has studied the secularization of the Western world since the Protestant Revolt. 

Now the Christian tradition in any form carries within it, as the Second Vatican Council taught so luminously, a number of engraced goods provided by God for our growth in holiness and salvation, and so by virtue of these goods it remains immensely powerful even when it is limping along incomplete. Therefore, it is easy to see why, having experienced Christ through an incomplete tradition, and having witnessed personally that tradition’s power to draw one into greater union with God, any Christian can overlook what may be missing. He may notice it not at all, or regard it as decidedly secondary, or airily dismiss it as false. But as soon as we do notice and begin to examine seriously the differences among various Christian bodies, we must surely beware of deploying a definition of “catholic tradition” which ignores the potential game-breaking dimensions of these very differences. 

Mere Christianity, of which I take this concept of “catholic tradition” as a type, simply begs too many questions. Moreover, these questions are, or ought to be, particularly hard to ignore in the face of the sheer size of the Roman Catholic Church in comparison with all others. Even Meilaender notices this elephant in the room, though it has not (yet) frightened him out of his small “c” complacency. 

For, yes, in his arguments for staying where he is, Meilaender evidences a certain complacency about true unity, a complacency incomprehensible to an equally-committed Catholic—as did Newman before him while an Anglican, and as do all those who fail to see the importance of Pope Benedict’s recent insistence that efforts toward Christian unity are without question the responsibility of each and every one of us. 

Conversion 

Ecumenism involves many things, from simple acts of kindness to those in different Christian “communions” to formal explorations of theological differences, in the hope of improving relations and resolving such differences through means which both parties actually accept. Such ecumenical initiatives are important insofar as they remove unnecessary obstacles to unity. But ultimately, ecumenism cannot avoid the question of conversion. 

Conversion can be considered partially without losing face, by making use of the idea of unity as an exchange of goods. 

Indeed, Catholics would be foolish not to see that non-Catholic Christian groups have both prized and fostered certain legitimate aspects of the Catholic (large C) tradition in ways which go beyond their practice and emphasis in contemporary Roman Catholicism. Thus, for example, the Catholic can view the incorporation of the Evangelical emphasis on proclaiming the Gospel in daily life as a gift—an important reminder of a point which is in fact resoundingly Catholic but often neglected—and so too can the Catholic view positively the incorporation of the otherworldly, contemplative attitude of the Orthodox tradition, as manifested, for example, in the use of icons. 

But at some point, the non-Catholic party in ecumenical activity, in the quest for Christian unity, must learn to recognize the gifts he can receive from the Catholic Church as not only essential to a full Christianity but as unattainable by any means short of institutional union. To take Meilaender’s case again, at some point the Lutheran must recognize that Christianity can be full and complete without Wesleyan hymnody but it cannot be full and complete without the authority of Peter, a legitimate priesthood, and all seven sacraments. And in recognizing this truth, the Lutheran must also recognize that these goods cannot be appropriated without institutional unity. Or, to put it another way, they cannot be appropriated without conversion to Catholicism. 

It goes without saying that these things are worth converting for, as is every other element of the authentic Catholic tradition, every good in it that has been given to us by God as one more key and critical portion of His plan for our union with Him for all eternity. Again, one can understand how some Christian group could ignore those features of the Catholic faith which differ from its own beliefs, or could even dismiss them reflexively as false. But once these differences have really caught someone’s attention, would he dare to suggest that any of them is unimportant or unworthy of the most painstaking examination? What if the authority of Peter really is the sole effective guarantor of Christian truth? Could one then reasonably argue that conversion is unnecessary? Would it really suffice to feed only on those grapes which just happen to have fallen close to the vine? 

Thus the question of conversion cannot be avoided, though advocates of the great catholic tradition may forestall its consideration because they do not yet recognize the remarkable weakness of their position. At the Last Supper, on the same occasion when Our Lord prayed that all his followers would be one as He and the Father are one (Jn 17:11), He also prayed that his followers would be sanctified in truth (17), even going so far, in referring to His death, as to say: “And for their sake I consecrate myself, that they also may be consecrated in truth” (19). 

At some point in the quest for Christian unity, at some point in the ecumenical task, the non-Catholic party must recognize that he is missing the full truth revealed in Jesus Christ. And then he must care enough about being “consecrated in truth” to be willing to leave his comfort zone. There is no help for it. He must embrace Rome. He cannot rest until he converts. 

Is There Scandal in Ecumenical Prayer?
https://www.catholicculture.org/commentary/articles.cfm?id=484
By Dr. Jeff Mirus, February 3, 2011

In response to last week’s In Depth Analysis (Ecumenism: The Conversion Question), one of our readers suggested, with reference to the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, that praying with non-Catholics causes scandal. As he put it:
Yes Catholics should pray for Christian unity. However, what about the scandalous nature of praying with Protestants, i.e., the blurring of the distinction that they are outside the Church? If the Protestants pray with Catholics fine, but for Catholics to pray with Protestants is scandalous.

This is a legitimate question, though I’m not sure I agree with all the implications of this particular comment. It reminds me of the famous joke about two seminarians, each of whom liked to smoke while praying. One asks his spiritual director whether he can smoke while he prays, and is told no. The other asks if he can pray while he smokes, and is told yes. Perhaps it is better to start from the beginning and get this right—not the smoking, but the ecumenism.

Distinctions about Prayer
First, important distinctions must be made, distinctions concerning both prayer and scandal. With respect to prayer, it is necessary to distinguish prayer from worship. The Second Vatican Council’s Decree on Ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio) insists that it is “allowable, indeed desirable that Catholics should join in prayer with their separated brethren” but that “worship in common (communicatio in sacris) is not to be considered as a means to be used indiscriminately for the restoration of Christian unity” since “witness to the unity of the Church very generally forbids common worship to Christians” (#8).

Thus, for example, friends and associates from differing Christian groups who occasionally pray together in recognition of their shared belief in Christ and their mutual need are doing something good; formal ecumenical services which stress points in common while seeking to remove inessential barriers to unity are also good; but for two different Christian groups to engage together in one or the other’s standard rites of formal worship (the Mass, the Sunday service) is almost always wrong. Because this latter practice falsely testifies to a unity that does not exist, it actually undermines the fundamental integrity of the Church, and of the Faith itself.

Moreover, while for individuals it would certainly make a difference whether a Protestant is routinely attending Mass or a Catholic is routinely attending a Protestant service (the Protestant would be justified, the Catholic not), ecumenism is a more formal and corporate process than these individual decisions. At the ecumenical level, it does not matter if the Protestant congregation joins the Catholic congregation at Mass or vice versa. Formal worship together (communicatio in sacris) is generally wrong, except with the right dispositions in certain exceptional circumstances.
Distinctions about Scandal
As for the word “scandal”, some distinctions are necessary here too. There is an objective sense of the word “scandal”, in that it is always scandalous to engage in an immoral action which can be publicly known, as such actions by their very nature lower the moral tone of a community. They can scandalize others either by distressing them or by habituating them to the acceptance of this evil. But there are also subjective elements to scandal which arise not from any objective immorality but from how particular actions are perceived, and what others think they imply.

Thus at some times and in some groups, for Catholics and Protestants to pray together (or even to form deep friendships) has been a source of scandal simply because large numbers on both sides were focused on old wounds arising from their differences in beliefs and religious practices. At other times and in other groups, there has been a fruitful history of friendship, collaboration and occasional prayer in common simply because the old wounds are scarcely felt, if at all, and there is a greater appreciation for the goods the two groups share in common. This has been particularly true where deeply committed Christians are pitted against a common enemy, as under Communism or in the pro-life movement.

One must beware of ascribing the sin of scandal when the circumstances are primarily or exclusively subjective. Indeed, in some cases the denunciation of common prayer or other ecumenical activity might say far more about the lack of a proper Christian spirit in the one who claims to be scandalized than in the ecumenical participants. Who then is giving scandal? At the same time, it is certainly possible that two or more groups, in a misplaced zeal for unity, might bear insufficient witness to the full truth of the Catholic faith and the integrity of the Church herself. This has happened; it will almost certainly happen again.

Giving and Taking
The proper approach to ecumenical activity is necessarily something of a balancing act. Moreover, once we extend the desire for unity beyond Christian groups and attempt to break down barriers between Christians and non-Christians (the word “ecumenical” does not properly apply to this), the case becomes even more difficult. The possibilities for serious scandal through badly-directed enthusiasm increase exponentially. Any common prayer which might be construed as being directed to different gods, or even to the same God conceived radically differently, is fraught with danger. This is what upset many Catholics about Pope John Paul II’s efforts to draw the world’s religions together at Assisi.

But again we must beware of making judgments based on our own perceptions of what is scandalous and what is not. With respect to Catholic parties working toward Christian unity and unity with non-Christians, it is essential to presume the best of intentions and a sincere adherence to the essential character of the Catholic Church, unless specific statements of faith or repeated careless practice objectively undermine that presumption. Some initiatives will, and must by their very nature, be tentative and experimental. As important as it is in the Christian life to avoid giving scandal, it is also important to avoid taking scandal where none is intended. Where the evil in question is largely the product of our own super-heated subjectivity, the taking of scandal can also be a sin.
Jeffrey Mirus holds a Ph.D. in intellectual history from Princeton University. A co-founder of Christendom College, he also pioneered Catholic Internet services. He is the founder of Trinity Communications and CatholicCulture.org

2 of 4 readers’ comments

1. The most disturbing thing about ecumenism and Christian Unity is that it is hardly ever talked about in terms of the Church's traditional viewpoint, namely, that unity already exists in the Catholic Church and that those outside her must come into her to share in that unity. In fact the NAB glossary under "Church" mentions an ecumenical superchurch that will only exist at the end of time with no mention of traditional teaching. This version got an Imprimatur. Something is wrong here.

2. Try praying the Hail Mary or the prayer to St. Joseph while joining in mutual prayer with Protestants. These activities, while permissible in certain private or extenuating circumstances, invariably lead to certain concessions on the part of Catholics that their counterparts do not have to make. We have much more to lose. Public prayers with Protestants by Church leaders have been condemned by previous pontiffs.
A reader commented on Dr. Mirus’ January 27 article:
My compliments on your attempt to bring the Protestants back into the fold. Perhaps you should have touched on the doctrine of "Outside the Church there is no salvation." 
Another point of interest being, the long-term consequences of Protestant theology leading to the relativity of modern secularist culture.
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