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Ecumenism 
 

Pope John XXIII 
No goal of Vatican II held a higher place in the 
heart of Saint John XXIII than the reunion of 
Catholics with other Christians. As a Vatican 
diplomat in various parts of Europe during the 
years before and after World War II, Pope John 
recognised that the divisions between Christian 
Churches were a cause of scandal. But even more, 
he held very dearly to his own heart the prayer of 
Jesus before he died: “That all may be one…” (John 
17:20). 
 

The Decree on Ecumenism at Vatican II said this: 
“The restoration of unity among all Christians is one 
of the principal concerns of the Second Vatican 
Council. Christ the Lord founded one Church and 
one Church only” (#1).  
“Catholics must gladly acknowledge and esteem the 
truly Christian endowments from our common 
heritage which we find among those separated from 
us” (#4).  
“There can be no ecumenism worthy of the name 
without interior conversion” (#7).  
“It is allowable, indeed, desirable, that Catholics 
should join in prayer with members of other 
Christian Churches and communities” (#8).  
“We must become familiar with the outlook of the 
separated Churches and communities” (#9).  
“Large communities became separated from full 
communion with the Catholic Church for which 
people on both sides were to blame” (#3).  
“It follows that the separated Churches and 
communities as such… have been by no means 
deprived of significance and importance in the 
mystery of salvation. For the Spirit of Christ has not 
refrained from using them as a means of salvation” 
(#3).  
“This sacred Council exhorts all the Catholic faithful 
to recognise the signs of the times and to take an 
active and intelligent part in the work of 
ecumenism” (#4). 
 

Principles 
As we move forward in ecumenical dialogue and 
action, we wish to follow specific main ideas: 
 

- Let us nurture a sense of truth about other 
Christians, avoiding stereotypes and prejudices. 
- May we join together in dialogue to gain a greater 
appreciation of each other’s richness. 
- We wish to cooperate to address the needs of the 
society around us, especially immigration, racism, 
and the poor. 
- Let us join in prayer for each other and the world. 
- We must humbly examine our religion to make 
sure it is in line with the will of Christ. 
- When dialoguing with Christians from other 
denominations or people from different religions, 

we wish to focus on what unites us rather than on 
what divides us. 
 

In Our Homes 
Remember that many of the households in your 
parish are already very “ecumenical.” Marriage 
between two people who are not both Catholics is 
very common. Ecumenism leads to an essential 
new dimension of parish pastoral ministry. To 
succeed with religious education for children, we 
know that their parents must be integrally 
involved, whether or not they are both Catholic. So, 
each ecumenical initiative you undertake as a 
parish will be felt within the very homes of your 
people. 
 

These aren’t merely abstract ecumenical gestures. 
They open the doors and hearts of real people. 
Therefore, create ways to include both parents in 
the faith formation of their children and welcome 
them openly to Sunday liturgy. If they are from 
other Christian traditions, know that they share the 
same faith in Christ, the same values of forgiveness, 
generosity, and belief that flow from the Gospels. 
Find roles for both parents to play with Scripture, 
prayer, and faith sharing. Including both parents 
like this will help build the faith of the child. 
 

Ideas for ecumenical action 
- Include prayers for the other Christian Churches 
each week as your parish celebrates Mass.  
- Find out what other churches in your area are 
doing and ask for their public prayer for you, while 
you also offer to pray publicly for them. The more 
we pray for each other, the more we open our hearts. 
How we pray shapes what we believe and how we 
behave.  
- Keep in mind who are the members of our parish 
most affected by the challenges of living in a two-
religion home.  
- Develop ways we can welcome spouses or partners 
more fully on Sunday at Mass when one of them isn’t 
Catholic.  
- Think about the other churches in your community 
with whom we might collaborate for the good of the 
Reign of God. 
 

Jews and Muslims 
The Declaration on non-Christian Religions at 
Vatican II, often called by its Latin name, Nostra 
Aetate, also addresses the relationship of Catholics 
with non-Christians. Here, in part, is what it had to 
say: “The Catholic Church rejects nothing of what 
is true and holy in [non-Christian] religions” (#2). 
“The Church also has high regard for the Muslims. 
They worship God, who is one, living and 
subsistent, merciful and almighty, the Creator of 
heaven and earth, who has also spoken to 
humanity” (#3)? “…the Jews remain very dear to 
God. God does not take back the gifts which he has 
given or the choice he made when he called the 
Jews as his own people” (#4). 
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Young People 
 

A new age of history 
The world of young people and young adults is not 
what it used to be. The predictable patterns of the 
past have been replaced by more dynamic 
generations of young people. Life choices once 
seemed assured for everyone: finish school and get 
married or lead a single life full of exciting friends, 
attend university, or get a job after secondary 
school, buy a home in a neighbourhood and be 
committed to a nearby parish. 
 

But today young people (and indeed all of us) are 
living in a much broader set of household 
relationships. A university education isn’t the only 
option for many and almost no one believes they 
will be in the same job for the rest of their life. 
Buying a home is being delayed and renting is 
often the preferred or only viable option it’s more 
flexible, but lacks permanence. Many young people 
are staying with their parents longer and getting 
married later in life, or not getting married at all. 
Being committed to a local parish doesn’t seem 
necessary and is often replaced by a more selective 
approach to faith, spirituality, meaning, and 
purpose. Diversity of ethnicity, religious practice, 
and partners, once rare even in urban places and 
unheard of in rural ones is common everywhere 
today. The digital world is natural to these 
generations, they’ve lived with it all their lives. 
 

The Decree on the Apostolate of the Laity from 
Vatican II says that young adults themselves are 
“the first apostles of the young, in direct contact 
with them, exercising the apostolate by themselves 
among themselves, taking into account their social 
environment”(#12). This is their role in the life of 
our Church.  
 

“Christ is alive, and he wants you to be alive! He is 
in you, he is with you and he never abandons you” 
(#1-2). This is how Pope Francis greets each young 
Christian in his 2019 letter Christus Vivit. He 
recognises the many challenges they face but calls 
on them not to lose hope: 
 

“Dear young people, make the most of these years 
of your youth. Don’t observe life from a balcony. 
Don’t confuse happiness with an armchair, or live 
from behind a screen. Whatever you do, do not 
become the sorry sight of an abandoned vehicle!  
Don’t be parked cars, but dream freely and make 
good decisions. Take risks, even if it means making 
mistakes” (#143). 
 

In the same document Pope Francis reaffirms the 
Council’s call for young people to be the ‘first 

apostles of young people’ and he reminds the rest 
of us “that young people themselves are the 
agents of youth ministry. Certainly they need to be 
helped and guided but at the same time left free 
to develop new approaches, with creativity and a 
certain audacity” (#203). 
 

Accompaniment  
But first, what exactly is accompaniment? How do 
we become an “accompanying parish?”  
 

To most of us, this is a new term when applied to 
pastoral ministry. When you hear the term 
“accompanist,” you probably think of a piano 
player who accompanies a singer. That’s not what 
we mean here, but it is a good metaphor. A musical 
accompanist is somewhat in the background of the 
performance, allowing the singer to shine. It’s the 
singer who sets the stage and who determines the 
phrasing and tempo of the song. The role of the 
accompanist is to help the singer stay in tune and 
to embellish the singer’s performance with 
stunningly beautiful music. 
 

So, it is in accompanying young people and young 
adults. We needn’t tell them what to do but mainly 
instead we need to listen to them, withholding our 
judgements and genuinely letting them “sing their 
song.” We make use of the tools given to us by the 
Church to offer them guidance but, in the end, their 
conscience must be allowed to set the stage. Their 
timing is God’s timing which none of us controls. 
 

In The Joy of the Gospel, Pope Francis makes a 
strong case which is that “the Church will have to 
initiate everyone—priests, religious and laity—into 
this “art of accompaniment” which teaches us to 
remove our sandals before the sacred ground of 
the other. The pace of this accompaniment must 
be steady and reassuring, reflecting our closeness 
and our compassionate gaze which also heals, 
liberates and encourages growth in the Christian 
life” (#169). “Anyone called to be a parent, pastor 
or guide to young people” Christus Vivit tells us, 
“must have the farsightedness to appreciate the 
little flame that continues to burn, the fragile reed 
that is shaken but not broken (cf. Is 42:3). The 
ability to discern pathways where others only see 
walls, to recognize potential where others see only 
peril. That is how God the Father see things; he 
knows how to cherish and nurture the seeds of 
goodness sown in the hearts of the young. 
 

Each young person’s heart should thus be 
considered “holy ground”, a bearer of seeds of 
divine life, before which we must “take off our 
shoes” in order to draw near and enter more deeply 
into the Mystery.” (#67) The bottom line in this 
discussion is that parishes and leaders with a 
reputation for being “welcoming accompanists” 
provide the pastoral context to which young people 
are attracted and in which they can thrive. 


