
DOCUMENTATION SUPPLEMENT

BAPTISM, EUCHARIST AND MINISTRY, 
FAITH AND ORDER PAPER no. 111: 

A CATHOLIC RESPONSE

Editor's Note

The process for arriving at this response was 
coordinated by the Secretariat for Promoting 
Christian Unity. The process included, first, con­
sultation starting in 1982 with Catholic episcopal 
conferences throughout the world, many of which 
sent reports on BEM to the Secretariat. Secondly, 
reports on BEM received from episcopal confe­

rences and those received from Catholic theolo­
gical faculties and societies, and other sources, 
were analyzed and taken into account by the Se­
cretariat for Promoting Christian Unity with the 
help of a team of theological consultants who 
worked to develop a draft response to BEM. 
Thirdly, the draft response was brought to its 
present and final form as a result of collaboration 
between the Secretariat and the Congregation for 
the Doctrine of the Faith.

The Catholic response was sent by the Secre­
tariat for Promoting Christian Unity to the Faith 
& Order Secretariat in Geneva, in August 1987.

BAPTISM, EUCHARIST AND MINISTRY:
AN APPRAISAL

I. Introduction

Appreciation

The Faith & Order document Baptism, Eucha­
rist and Ministry (BEM) has emerged as a culmi­
nation of more than fifty years of work that began 
with the first World Conference on Faith & Order 
held at Lausanne in 1927. The Faith & Order mo­
vement is a founding component of the modem 
ecumenical movement, the search for the restor­
ation of unity among all Christians which the 
Second Vatican Council described as a movement 
“fostered  by  the grace  of  the  Holy  Spirit ”  (Uni  tatis

 Redintegratio ,  1)  and was  one  of  the  paths  leading  to 
the  formation  of  the  World  Council  of  Churches

 
in 

1948 . The  Faith  &  Order  Commission  within  the
 World  Council  guides  the  direction  of  the

 
Faith  &

 Order  movement . BEM  is  perhaps  the most significant 
result of the movement so far.

BEM is significant for several reasons. The 
first is the nature of the Commission that pro­
duced it at Lima in 1982. It consisted of Angli­
cans, Orthodox, Protestants and Roman Catholics. 
(Although the Roman Catholic Church is not a 
member of the World Council of Churches, it of­
ficially designates twelve Catholic members to the 
Commission on Faith & Order who participate, 
by personal title, as full voting members in the 
Commission. They constitute one-tenth of the 
Commission, which has one hundred and twenty 
members). The Commission represents a broad 
range of churches and communities, “a rich di­
versity of cultural backgrounds and traditions” 
who “worship in dozens of languages and live 

under every kind of political system” (Preface to 
BEM). This Commission claimed to have achieved 
in BEM “a remarkable degree of agreement”, if 
not yet full consensus, “major areas of theolog­
ical convergence”, while identifying “disputed is­
sues in need of further research and reconcilia­
tion” (Preface). Theologians coming from groups 
that were historically often in direct theological 
confrontation and disagreement with each other, 
now together claimed agreement and/or conver­
gence on key areas of faith. This itself is a remar- 
able achievement.

Secondly, BEM is a primary result of the ecu­
menical process which has been working, in light 
of the historical background of divisions among 
Christians, toward the goal of unity in faith. It 
claims a degree of agreement, or at least areas of 
theological convergence, which would be an im­
portant contribution to this goal. Pope John 
Paul II told a working group of Faith & Order 
dealing with BEM in Rome, in 1980, before the 
final formulation of the document, “Your... per­
severing effort has already obtained results for 
which we thank him who is given to us to guide 
us in the whole truth (cf. Jn 16: 13). It is neces­
sary to continue. It is necessary to reach the goal” 
(Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, In­
formation Service, no. 45, 1981/1).

Thirdly, BEM is significant because with it 
Faith & Order is challenging churches and com­
munities to respond. Having gone through a not­
able evolution over decades, the Lima text of 1982 
was considered mature enough within the limits 
defined to be sent to the churches and communi­
ties for  “official  response... at   the  highest  appropriate



priate level of authority” with suggestions given 
in support of a process of reception. The Sixth 
Assembly of the World Council of Churches en­
dorsed this proposal and recommended to the 
churches a timetable within which they might 
respond. Thus began a phase in the ecumenical 
movement which signals deeper involvement on 
the part of Christians in all communities in the 
task of working for unity.

The Catholic Church and BEM

The Catholic Church sees BEM in relation to 
important issues that Unitatis Redintegratio 
pointed to in its own elaboration of ecumenical 
priorities. For one thing the urgent need for unity 
among divided Christians is expressed by the Va­
tican Council and also in BEM. A principal con­
cern of the Second Vatican Council was the 
“restoration of unity among all Christians”. The 
division among Christians, the Council said, 
“openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalizes 
the world and damages that most holy cause, the 
preaching of the Gospel to every creature” (UR 
1). The Council noted God's initiative who “in 
recent times... has begun to bestow more gene­
rously upon divided Christians remorse over their 
divisions and longing for unity”. Unitatis Redin­
tegratio was formulated by the Second Vatican 
Council to encourage Catholics to “respond to the 
grace of this divine call” (UR 1). The Preface of 
BEM, for its part, states that “the goal of visible 
church unity” is what the churches and commu­
nities in the World Council of Churches are striv­
ing for. Catholics and other Christians may well 
differ on the conception of what the unity of the 
Church entails, and this must therefore be a mat­
ter for ecumenical dialogue. But the common 
ground here is that, in both cases, there is focus 
on the urgency of Christian unity. Though not 
involved in the initial stages of the process within 
the Faith & Order movement leading to BEM (yet 
becoming directly involved in the process after 
the Second Vatican Council), the Catholic Church 
sees in BEM a significant result of the ecumenical 
movement. For this reason, it must give the docu­
ment serious attention.

  
  

 
 

  
   

"Before the whole world let all Christians confess their 
faith  in God , one and three , in the incarnate Son of 
God , our Redeemer  and  Lord ”  (12 ). A  number  of

 Catholic  reactions  to BEM  have  praised the  Trinitarian 
and Christological  emphasis  given in the text.

Unitatis  Redintegratio  called  for  ecumenical 
dialogue (4), pointed to the ecumenical significance of
baptism and urged that “  the doctrine  about the Lord's 
Supper , about  the  other  sacraments , worship  and 
ministry  in  the  Church , should  form  subjects  of 
dialogue (22). BEM  ”

 
deals  directly  with  these  con-

cerns. Unitatis redintegratio furthermore urged that 

Status of the Text

Even though we think that the text falls short 
at certain points, we believe that if it were accep­
ted by the various churches and ecclesial com­
munities, it would bring the churches to an im­
portant step forward in the ecumenical move­
ment, although still only one stage along the way 
in the ecumenical process of working toward vis­
ible unity of divided Christians. If through this 
process of response and reception for BEM, now 
being undertaken, many of the convergences, even 
agreements reported by BEM were affirmed by 
the churches and ecclesial communities, we be­
lieve that this would be an advance in the ecu­
menical movement.

BEM is also a stage along the way, one of the 
“various stages” the churches will have to pass 
through on “their way towards their goal of vis­
ible unity” (Preface). Its claims therefore are 
limited: “we have not yet fully reached 'cons­
ensus'... Full consensus can only be proclaimed 
after the churches reach the point of living and 
acting together in unity”. The text does not offer 
a full systematic treatment of baptism, eucharist, 
or ministry, but focuses rather on those aspects 
which have been related to the problems of 
mutual recognition leading to unity. It is also 
formulated with the help of a new theological 
vocabulary which necessarily includes a new ho­
rizon of thought. At important junctions of the 
document, contrasting statements and language 
open the way to a variety of interpretations. The 
commentaries related to the text identify disputed 
issues still in need of further research and recon­
ciliation. And there are occasional passages which 
suggest options in theology and practice not con­
sistent, for example, with the Catholic faith.

Contributing to a Continuing Process

Thus, in responding to BEM, we seek both to 
identify and acknowledge the achievement, the 
forward steps that have been taken thus far, and 
at the same time to see ourselves participating 
in a process which must continue toward the 
goal of the visible unity of Christians. The limit­
ations of the document also limit the scope of our 
response. But we wish to affirm the process and 
to see it continue to flourish.

In this response we deal with a number of 
questions which we consider especially important 
in the text. There is much that we can affirm, and 
we must build on these positive achievements. 
There are points that we criticize and these will 
be clearly noted. There are also some basic issues 
that we consider critical and in need of further 
treatment in order to foster continuing progress 
in the ecumenical movement. But we do not com­
ment on every point in BEM.



Catholic Ecclesiological Self-Understanding

Furthermore in this response we do not speak 
at length or elaborate on the full Catholic eccle­
siological self-understanding (cf. e.g. Lumen Gen­
tium). This is because our scope here is more 
limited, indeed related to the limited scope and 
content of BEM itself. It is important that this 
be understood in order to prevent misunderstand­
ings. This response is made in full awareness of 
the Catholic Church's own unity and truth and 
without denying what is essential to its self­
understanding. We believe, as Unitatis Redinte- 
gratio states (4) that the “unity of the one and 
only Church which Christ bestowed on his Church 
from the beginning... subsists in the Catholic 
Church as something she can never lose, and we 
hope that it will continue to increase until the 
end of time”.

It is our conviction that the study of ecclesio- 
logy must come more and more into the center 
of the ecumenical dialogue. Perhaps the best 
reflection on BEM will only come after ecclesio- 
logy is given more serious attention in the ecu­
menical dialogue. At the same time, the study of 
BEM is already a way of dealing with essential 
realities of the Church. But the fact that one does 
not find a commentary or reflection here relating 
to every important aspect of Catholic ecclesiolo­
gical self-understanding should not be interpreted 
to mean that whatever is not commented on is 
not important or less significant. It simply means 
that the focus of this study is not ecclesiology as 
such. Rather we believe that better attention and 
clearer understanding would be given to some 
crucial issues of Catholic ecclesiological self­
understanding if they are elaborated within the 
study of ecclesiology itself. For example, the 
fundamental Catholic doctrine that the Church of 
Christ “subsists in the Catholic Church” (Lumen 
Gentium, 8) can be truly understood only in the 
framework of a Roman Catholic ecclesiology of 
communion.

It is clear to us then that Faith & Order must 
focus more directly on ecclesiology. We believe 
that, without serious attention to the broader 
questions of ecclesiology, there are disadvantages 
not only for the study and understanding of the 
content of BEM, but for our ecumenical progress 
as well.

A Broader Ecumenical Context

Finally, we appreciate the fact that BEM must 
be seen within a broader ecumenical perspective. 
The Nairobi General Assembly of the World 
Council of Churches in 1975 described the unity 
we seek as a “conciliar community of local chur­
ches truly united”. Within this context, baptism, 
eucharist and ministry are some of the funda­
mental elements of a local church truly united.

Ministry, for example, must be seen as an im­
portant factor linking local churches as well as 
an essential means of unity for the local church.

II. The  ongoing  work  of Faith  and Order

In order to contribute to building on the solid 
work already done by Faith & Order, as reflected 
in much of the BEM text, which we will point to 
in this response, we wish to state at the outset 
some critical issues which we see in need of 
ongoing work by Faith & Order. As we reflect on 
the text, we think that many of the criticisms 
that can be raised about it relate to the notions of 
sacrament (and sacramentality), the precise na­
ture of the Apostolic Tradition, and the issue of 
decisive authority in the Church. All of these are 
part of the question of ecclesiology which must 
be an ongoing concern within the ecumenical mo­
vement. We present them to Faith & Order as 
items that need further treatment. We expect 
that other insights on the value of the presenta­
tion of the three sacraments considered in BEM 
will emerge when further work is done, in an 
ecumenical setting, on ecclesiology.

Sacrament and Sacramentality

We can speak in positive terms of many things 
said in the treatment of the sacramental aspect 
of baptism, eucharist and ministry in BEM. There 
are many areas of convergence.

Still, we believe that there is an absence of a 
clear concept of sacrament (and sacramentality) 
in BEM. Further work is needed on this.

In the text on baptism, for example, the com­
mentaries to number 12 and 14 suggest this dif­
ficulty. Despite many important points made 
about the meaning of baptism, there seems to be 
lack of clarity as well on the full effect of baptism. 
The text does not give reasons to show clearly 
why baptism is an unrepeatable act. Is baptism 
necessary for salvation?
Questions  about baptism  and initiation  into  the church 
are  raised  here . What  are  the  full  dimensions  of 
Christian  initiation ? Does  baptism   itself  adequately 
sacramentalize  the full  reality  of  Christian  initiation ? 
We believe that further  study is needed on confirmation 
as a sacrament.  he relationship between baptism and the 
eucharist needs further exploration as well (cf. Comm. 
14).

Concerning the text on the eucharist, while there is again a great deal that we affirm positi­
vely, we also point to areas that we think need 
clarification and development. For example, con­
cerning the real presence, the description of the change that takes place in the eucharist (cf. 15) is ambiguous and open to several interpretations. 
The terminology used in the  text  in regard to the  



eucharist as sacrifice raises questions about the 
adequacy of the treatment of this aspect.

Concerning ministry, we think that an impor­
tant convergence has been achieved because we 
believe that the description of ordination is such 
as to point in the direction of a sacramental un­
derstanding. But the description is not able fully 
to reflect the faith of those Christians (including 
Catholics) for whom ordination is clearly a sacra­
ment .  Therefore  we  believe  that  further  explora ­ tion is 
necessary here.

On the notion of sacrament, BEM shows that 
there are many aspects that Christians can affirm 
together. But, because of the importance of 
seeking agreement on baptism, eucharist and mi­
nistry as a step toward Christian unity (cf. Van­
couver Report, Gathered for life, pp. 45 fl.) we 
believe that the ongoing work of Faith & Order 
must include a further and deeper ecumenical ex­
ploration of the notion of sacrament and sacra­
mentality.

Apostolic Tradition

The precise nature of Apostolic Tradition and 
its implications need further attention as well. 
Surely, within the ecumenical movement the 
World Conference on Faith & Order at Montreal 
in 1963 was a landmark in providing a way to get 
beyond the controversies over Scripture and Tra­
dition that had marked Catholic/Protestant rela­
tionships since the Reformation. In many ways 
BEM is the beneficiary of the Montreal Confe­
rence. Still certain points that are made, parti­
cularly in the commentaries in BEM, raise ques­
tions about the notion of the Apostolic Tradition 
currently understood by the different churches 
and ecclesial communities, suggesting that more 
work has to be done ecumenically on this question.

According to Catholic teaching (Second Vatican 
Council, Dei Verbum, 7-10) sacred Tradition and 
sacred Scripture make up a single sacred deposit 
of the Word of God which is entrusted to the 
Church. They are bound closely together. Sacred 
Scripture is the speech of God as it is put down 
in writing under the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit. Tradition transmits in its entirety the 
Word of God which has been entrusted to the 
apostles by Christ, in whom the entire Revelation 
of God is summed up, and the Holy Spirit. It 
transmits it to the successors of the apostles so 
that enlightened by the Spirit of truth, they may 
faithfully preserve, expound and spread it abroad 
by their preaching. By adhering to it, the Church 
remains always faithful to the teaching of the 
apostles, and to the gospel of Christ.

Thus, in our view there must be a clear distinc­
tion made between the Apostolic Tradition, which 
obliges us because it is rooted in Revelation, and 
the various traditions which may develop in local 
churches.

To illustrate the problem, BEM calls to our 
attention the practice of certain African churches 
which confer baptism without water (cf. B Comm. 
21). It notes that in certain parts of the world, 
where bread and wine are not customary or ob­
tainable, it is now sometimes held that local food 
or drink serve better to anchor the eucharist in 
everyday life (E Comm. 28). Perhaps most clearly 
the difference is seen in relationship to different 
views on the ordination of women. Commentary 
18 of the Ministry document notes that those 
communities which practice ordination of women 
do so because of their understanding of the gos­
pel, a theological conviction which is said to be 
reinforced by their experience during the years 
in which they have included women in their 
ordained ministries. On the other hand, those 
which do not ordain women consider that “the 
force of nineteen centuries of tradition must not 
be set aside”. Is it not obvious that there are 
different conceptions here of the Apostolic Tra­
dition and what it implies for an issue such as 
the ordination of women? We believe therefore 
that further study and clarification must be done 
on the precise nature of Apostolic Tradition, as 
Faith & Order continues its important task.

Authority in the Church

Further study is also needed on the nature of 
authority in the Church. Within an ecumenical 
context, this concern was raised again at the 
sixth General Assembly of the World Council of 
Churches at Vancouver in 1983. Besides proposing 
BEM for response and reception, another of the 
steps toward unity recommended by Vancouver 
was that of furthering “the Church's common 
quest for agreement on common ways of decision­
making and teaching authoritatively” (Vancouver 
Report, Gathered for Life, p. 50).

A number of questions on authority are raised 
for us by the BEM text. What are the constitutive 
elements of authority and order in the Church? 
What is the nature and role of decisive authority 
in the discernment of God's will as to the develop­
ment of ministry in the Church in the past and 
with regard to the present needs of the Church? 
Related to this is the precise understanding of the 
threefold ministry and its functions, as presented 
in BEM. For example, according to the BEM 
text, does the threefold ministry belong to the 
constitutive being of the Church as rooted in 
God's will for the Church, or only to the ecume­
nical well-being (bene esse) of the Church? How 
is this decided? With what authority?

Concerning episcopal succession, when it is 
said that it is a “sign” of continuity and unity in 
the Church (M 38), what does “sign” mean here? 
What is the ecclesiological meaning of the epi­
scopal succession for ordination? What is the 
precise difference and relationship between the 



priesthood of all, and the priesthood of the 
ordained? What are the ecclesiological dimen­
sions of the authority of the ordained minister? 
Further study must be done on the fundamental 
ecclesiological aspects of the question of the re­
cognition of ministry. The recognition of ordained 
ministry and the ecclesial character of a church 
community are indissolubly and mutually related. 
And should not the question of a universal mi­
nistry in the Church be explored? By what autho­
rity are such questions decided?

We would encourage Faith & Order to under­
take the suggestion of the Vancouver Assembly 
mentioned above, and to study the question of 
authority in the Church. The nature of authority 
in the Church is a key issue for the progress of 
ecumenism.

III. BEM  and  the Faith  of  the Church

We turn to a more particular reflection on the 
text in relationship to the “Faith of the Church 
through the ages” (Preface). There is a great 
deal that we affirm in the text, while noting dif­
ficulties as well.

A) Baptism

1. General Appreciation

We find the text on baptism to be grounded 
in the apostolic faith received and professed by 
the Catholic Church. It draws in a balanced way 
from the major New Testament areas of teaching 
about baptism; it gives an important place to the 
witness of the early Church. While it does not 
discuss all major doctrinal issues that have arisen 
about baptism, it is sensitive to the effect they 
have had on the development of the understanding 
of this sacrament and to the positive values of 
differing solutions that emerged; it appreciates 
the normative force that some forms of liturgical 
celebration may have and the significance of pas­
toral practice; within the ecumenical scope it sets 
for itself, it articulates the development of the 
Christian understanding of baptism with a cohe­
rent theological method. It has many affinities, 
both of style and of content, with the way the 
faith of the Church about baptism is stated in the 
Second Vatican Council and in the Liturgy of 
Christian Initiation, promulgated by Pope Paul VI 
(cf. Sacrosanctum Concilium 6, LG 4 and 10, UR 
22; Christian Initiation, General Introduction 1-6, 
Tmtmrion of Adults 8, Initiation of Children 2-3).

The faith of the Church is well stated on the 
following matters:

a) Baptism is confessed to be the gift and 
work of the Trinitarian God (1, 7, 17). Faith in 
the Trinity allows the text to deal profoundly 
with the Christ-centredness of baptism and with 

the role correspondingly played in it by the Holy 
Spirit (4, 5, 7, 14).

b) The practice of baptism is an integral part 
of God's plan to gather all into his Kingdom 
through the Church, in which the mission of 
Christ is continued through the Spirit (1, 7, 10).

c) Baptism is a sacramental reality. The text 
calls baptism a sacrament (23 and Comm. 13). 
But it deals with the question, not so much by 
using the word (which because of its complex 
history, needs a great deal of explanation in inter­
church conversations) as by affirming the princi­
pal features of baptism that the word sacrament 
has served to express. It says:

— Baptism is a sign (2, 18), with definite ritual 
requirements (17, 20), celebrated in and by the 
Church (12, 22, 23); it is a sign of the faith of the 
Church (12), of its faith in Christ and in the new 
life that he inaugurated in his Paschal Mystery 
(2, 3, 4), of its faith in the gift of the Holy Spirit 
in whom this life is shared (5).

— Participation in Christ's death and the gift 
of the Holy Spirit are both signified and effected 
by Baptism (14).

— The effective sign that is Baptism was 
inaugurated by Jesus (1).

— Baptism is both God's gift to us and our 
human response to that gift (8). The gift that it 
signifies and effects is the washing away and 
overcoming of sin (2, 3), conversion, pardon and 
justification (3, 4), incorporation into Christ (6), 
moral sanctity (4) of which the Holy Spirit is the 
source and seal (5), the making of men and 
women to be sons and daughters of God in Christ 
the Son (5), who will finally enter their full inhe­
ritance to the praise of the glory of God (5). Our 
response is faith (8), confession of sin and con­
version (4), life-long moral effort, under the trans­
forming power of grace, to grow in the likeness 
of Christ (9), and work for the coming of the 
Kingdom of God on earth as in heaven (7, 10).

— Baptism, in making us one with Christ, 
makes us one with each other and “with the 
Church of every time and place” (6); it signs and 
seals us in this common fellowship (6) and is an 
unrepeatable act (13).

2. Particular Comments

The Institution of Baptism

The text is a careful statement of the funda­
mental truth that is affirmed when baptism is 
said to have been instituted by Christ. The reality 
that is symbolized in the rite of baptism is the 
reality of Christ himself, giving himself in death 
and resurrection, and being accepted in the way 
he commanded by those who are called to enter 
the New  Covenant. That  baptism  is  the  way he  



commanded is made known through the apostolic 
witness found in the Scripture and in the Tradi­
tion of the Church.

The Meaning of Baptism

Baptism incorporates people into the Body of 
Christ, bringing them into union “with each other 
and with the Church of every time and place” 
(6). This is well explained by the text. The docu­
ment does not here give adequate attention, how­
ever, to the implications of the fact that a person 
is baptized within a particular ecclesial fellow­
ship in a divided Christianity. Because the text 
is addressed to churches and communities that 
are not in full communion with one another, it 
rightly emphasizes that, in uniting people to 
Christ, baptism establishes a bond between them 
that is deeper than anything that divides them. 
It draws attention to the contradiction between 
one baptism and divided Christian communities, 
and calls for an overcoming of divisions and a 
visible manifestation of baptismal fellowship (6).

When the text speaks of the “dynamic of 
baptism which embraces the whole of life, extends 
to all nations, and anticipates the day when every 
tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to 
the glory of God the Father” (7), it touches the 
question of the relationship between baptism and 
salvation of all humankind - a question which is 
also connected with the necessity of the Church 
for salvation. Since the text is dealing with the 
meaning of baptism, and not with the whole plan 
of salvation, it is perhaps understandable that it 
does not say anything about the salvation of those 
who are not baptized. But neither does the text 
deal explicitly with the question of the necessity 
of baptism for salvation, which clearly requires 
further common study.

The question of the necessity of baptism for 
salvation is connected with, although not totally 
dependent on, the development of the doctrine of 
original sin. The text seems to refer to the reality 
which the doctrine of original sin expresses in 3 
(“By baptism Christians... but free”). Here, as in 
other passages, the text says clearly that baptism 
takes away sin, but it does not go into the ques­
tion of whether or why all are sinners in the way 
the doctrine of original sin has done.

It is understandable that in a convergence text 
like this, Faith & Order might prefer to avoid 
using the term original sin. However, underlying 
the doctrine of original sin is an understanding 
in faith about universal human sinfulness, about 
the universal need for salvation, about Christ as 
the universal Saviour, and about the necessity 
of baptism for salvation. It is a doctrine that 
can claim solid roots in the Scriptures (e.g., 
Rom 5) and that took shape in the patristic age. 
It has a profound influence on baptismal doctrine 
and practice. The faith of the Church that it ex­

presses remains obscure in the text. Therefore 
we think it would be appropriate that the doctrine 
of original sin, both in name and content, be ex­
plicitly incorporated into the discussion on the 
meaning and effects of baptism.

In dealing with “Incorporation into the Body 
of Christ” (6), the text says: “Baptism is a sign 
and seal of our common discipleship”. In n. 5 
too, it speaks of the seal with which the baptized 
are marked. We think that there should be cla­
rification of what is meant here by the “seal”. 
What is the full meaning of the seal? Towards 
that clarification, we make the following observa­
tions.

The image of “seal”, especially when taken in 
conjunction with the liturgical practice of signing 
and anointing those being baptized with the form 
of a cross, was much developed in the patristic 
period. It is not clear if the text is alluding in the 
passages quoted to these patristic developments. 
They did have an important place in the reflec­
tion of the Church, especially in the Latin tradi­
tion, about the sacramentality of baptism. They 
entered into the explanations of why baptism is 
not repeated, of how there can be a real sacrament 
even when, because of lack of due disposition, a 
baptized person does not seem to live as if he or 
she were sanctified, of how baptism incorporates 
people into the Church, and of how the baptism 
in a community that is judged to be out of full 
communion with the Church can still be reco­
gnized as a true baptism.

These remain real issues related to baptism. 
They are not addressed in the text. A theology 
of the baptismal character, growing out of Augu­
stine's reflection on the seal, does raise and deal 
with them. An ecumenical rediscovery of the ex­
tent to which such a theology represents an im­
portant part of the patristic tradition would, we 
believe, enrich the Lima text on baptism.

Baptism and Faith

There is a deep doctrine of grace inherent in 
the explanation given in nn. 8-10 of how human 
response meets the gift of God in baptism. The 
text is an invitation to a deep baptismal spiri­
tuality.

On the one hand, it is affirmed that it is God's 
gift of salvation that is embodied (contained) and 
set forth (signified) in baptism. On the other 
hand, it is affirmed that this grace given in bap­
tism calls forth and is received in faith, in com­
mitment to growth in holiness, and in care for 
the world. This grace is the work of the Holy 
Spirit. It is given, and creates among those who 
are baptized a fellowship in faith, in love and “in 
hope for the manifestation of God's new creation 
and for the time when God will be all in all” 
(10). The references to the Church in these pa­
ragraphs,   and    particularly   the   use   of   the   word



"context" to describe its role (10), seems, howe­
ver, less than adequate to express the ecclesiolo- 
gical dimension of baptismal grace.

Baptismal Practice
In regard to the section on the “baptism of 

believers and infants”, we appreciate the diffi­
culty of formulating a text which would encom­
pass the beliefs of those who are convinced of 
the importance of baptism for infants and those 
who believe that baptism is only justified when 
the one to be baptized is an adult believer. Keep­
ing in mind what has been said previously con­
cerning original sin, grace, etc., we commend the 
efforts of Faith & Order for seeking in BEM to 
clarify the common ground between these posi­
tions. But we think that further study is still 
needed on this issue.

The issue is dealt with on the level of practice. 
In the sacramental life of the Church, practice 
expresses faith, and the faith is also deepened 
from reflection on practice. The constant practice 
of the Church is a basic factor that justifies the 
baptism of infants. At the same time the faith 
of the Church has been ready from the earliest 
times to answer difficulties that have been raised 
against the practice, and to provide reasons for 
continuing it.

The doctrine that a profession of faith is re­
quired in baptism is also grounded on liturgical 
and pastoral practice, primarily in the baptism of 
adults but also in the baptism of infants. All this 
is well presented in the text. Particularly good 
is the explanation of how the reality of baptism 
is assured, on the one hand, by “Christ’s faith­
fulness unto death” (12) and by “the faithfulness 
of God, the ground of all life in faith” (12); and 
on the other hand by the response of faith, which 
is always the faith of the community (12). The 
text shows how this pattern is fulfilled both in 
the baptism of those who make a personal pro­
fession of faith at the moment of baptism and in 
those who will be brought to that profession of 
faith subsequently by Christian nurture. The 
faith of these latter is seen as a response to “the 
promise and claim of the Gospel” that has been 
laid upon them (Commentary 12).

But the terminology used in the text “ Baptism 
of Believers and Infants” requires comment. 
Baptized infants are incorporated into Christ and 
are members of the believing community. It fol­
lows that the distinction the text seems to make 
between “infants” and “believers” is misleading. 
It might have been better if the text spoke of 
baptism of adults and infants.

The Catholic practice and belief about the im­
portance of the baptism of infants stems from 
some fundamental convictions of faith about 
baptism already mentioned in the text. Baptism 
is first of all a gift of God (cf. 1). It is a gift 
through which one can participate in the saving 

mysteries of the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, where the power of sin is broken, 
and new life with Christ begins (cf. 3). Infants are 
affected by original sin. But through baptism 
they share in the new life in Christ. But they 
must then be brought, through Christian nurture, 
to that profession of faith. This too is very im­
portant. It may be that the concern about ap­
parent “indiscriminate baptism” in 16 stems from 
a perception on the part of some of those who do 
not practise it, that infant baptism has been prac­
tised in a way that seems “magical” or “auto­
matic”, as if there were no concern beyond the 
act of baptism itself. In fact, there is a serious 
pastoral responsibility within the Church not only 
for preparation of the baptism of an infant, but 
also of the Christian nurture which follows. Pa­
rents or guardians have the serious responsibility 
to see to the nurture of baptized children leading 
to a mature commitment to Christ. Being faithful 
to this responsibility can also be a contribution 
toward overcoming differences between the chur­
ches and communities which incorporate infants 
into the community of believers through baptism 
and those practising only the baptism of adult 
believers.

Concerning the discussion of “baptism-chris­
mation-confirmation”, number 14 is a fair state­
ment of the faith of the Church about the gift 
of the Holy Spirit in Christian initiation, as it 
has developed through the ages. It is a complex 
theological development, as the steps taken by 
our own Church since Vatican II to renew the 
liturgy, theology and pastoral practice of confir­
mation testify.

We do, however, believe that the emergence of 
a distinctive sacramental rite called chrismation 
or confirmation is a normative development in the 
faith of the Church. While the gift of the Holy 
Spirit is given in baptism, certain aspects of that 
Pentecostal gift have come to be effectively sym­
bolized in the liturgy of Christian initiation by 
anointing with perfumed oil and a prayer with 
laying on of hands. Among such aspects are its 
empowerment for witness and for standing firm 
in trials, and its public manifestation of member­
ship in the Church. Some of these have already 
been mentioned in no. 5 of the text. An evocation 
of them here would have opened the way to a 
better theological understanding of why the Cath­
olic Church believes that chrismation/confirma- 
tion is a sacrament distinct from baptism, in 
which there is given a special and unique gift of 
the Holy Spirit. This is part of the liturgical pro­
cess of Christian initiation that can stand on its 
own as a sacramental celebration of the Church.

We agree with the statement that “baptism, as 
incorporation into the body of Christ, points by 
its very nature to the eucharistic sharing of 
Christ's body and blood...” (Comm. 14 b; cf. VR 
22). More  might  have   been  made  of   this  truth  in  the



 main  text . It  would  have  helped  to clarify  certain 
aspects  of  baptism , particularly  its  ec  clesiological

 dimension . Christian  initiation  begun  in baptism
 

is
 completed  by participation  in the  eucharist , which is

 the  sacrament  that  engages  and manifests the full reality 
of the Church.

We agree with Commentary 14 c, that baptism 
needs to be reaffirmed constantly. We do so in 
our liturgy in the ways suggested. In reaffirming 
baptism, the eucharist, of course, also completes 
it, because it is the fullness of that life towards 
which baptism is directed. We see confirmation 
as another step after baptism in the process of 
initiation, and therefore something that has its 
own place in developing the life that finds its 
fullness in the eucharist.

The. Celebration of Baptism
What is said in this section of the text about 

the celebration of baptism is liturgically rich and 
includes all of the classical elements related to 
that celebration. An acceptance of it by ecclesial 
communities would certainly contribute greatly 
towards the process of mutual recognition of 
baptism.

We agree with the concern expressed in Com­
mentary 21 a, about integrating the celebration 
of baptism as much as possible in the culture of 
those who are being evangelized. Regarding the 
practice mentioned in Comm. 21 c, we note simply 
that we consider the use of water to be essential 
for baptism. On a question of fact, we would 
wonder what kind of evidence there is to support 
the judgement made in Comm. 21 b that “in many 
large European and North American majority 
churches infant baptism is often practised in an 
apparently indiscriminate way”.

Thus in the text on baptism we find much we 
can agree with, as well as points to be studied 
further in the Faith & Order process.

B) The Eucharist

1. General Appreciation

Catholics can recognize in the statement on 
the Eucharist much that corresponds to the 
understanding and practice of the apostolic faith, 
or, as it is said in the document, the faith of the 
Church through the ages.

We especially appreciate the following:
a) The sources employed for the interpreta­

tion of the meaning of the eucharist and the 
form of celebration are Scripture and Tradition. 
The classical liturgies of the first millennium and 
patristic theology are important points of refe­
rence in this text.

b) The eucharist is described as pertaining to 
the content of faith. It presents a strong Cristo- 

logical dimension, identifying the mystery of the 
eucharist in various ways with the real presence 
of the risen Lord and his sacrifice on the cross.

c) The  structure  and ordering of  the  basic  aspects
 

of
 the  document , as  well  as  their  relation  to one

 
another , 

conform  with Catholic  teaching, specifically:
— The

 
presentation of

 
the

 
mystery of

 
the

 eucharist
 

follows
 

the
 

flow7
 

of
 

classical
 

eucharistic
 liturgies, with the

 
eucharistic

 
theology drawing 

heavily on the
 

content
 

of
 

the
 

traditional
 

prayer
 and symbolic

 
actions

 
of

 
these

 
liturgies. The

 
text

 draw’s
 

on patristic
 

sources
 

for
 

additional
 

explica­
tion of the mystery of the eucharist.

— There
 

is
 

strong emphasis
 

on the
 

Trinitarian 
dimension. The

 
source

 
and goal

 
of

 
the

 
eucharist

 is identified as the Trinity.
— The

 
explanation of

 
the

 
content

 
of

 
the

 
act

 of
 

the
 

Church in the
 

eucharistic
 

prayer
 

includes
 basic

 
elements

 
required by Catholic

 
teaching as

 well:
 

thanksgiving to the
 

Father;
 

memorial
 

of
 

the
 institution of

 
the

 
eucharist

 
and the

 
sacrifice

 
of

 
the

 cross;
 

intercession made
 

in union with Christ
 

for
 the

 
wrorld;

 
petition for

 
the

 
Spirit's

 
coming on the

 bread and wine
 

and on the
 

community, in order
 that

 
the

 
bread and wine

 
become

 
the

 
body and 

blood of
 

Christ, and that
 

the
 

community be
 

sanc­
tified; the meal of the New Covenant.

d)
 

There
 

is
 

a
 

strong eschatological
 

dimension. 
The

 
eucharist

 
is

 
viewed as

 
a
 

foretaste
 

of
 

Christ's
 parousia

 
and of

 
the

 
final

 
Kingdom

 
(6), given 

through the
 

Spirit
 

(18). It
 

opens
 

up the
 

vision 
of

 
the

 
Kingdom

 
(22)

 
and the

 
renewal

 
of

 
the

 world (23).
e)

 
The

 
eucharist

 
is

 
presented as

 
the

 
central

 act
 

of
 

the
 

Church's
 

worship (1). Because
 

of
 

this, 
the text recommends frequent celebration (30).

f)
 

The
 

text
 

has
 

important
 

ecclesiological
 

di­
mensions (8) and implications for mission.

2. Particular Comments

The Institution of the Eucharist
The

 
explanation of

 
the

 
institution of

 
the

 eucharist
 

accounts
 

for
 

its
 

historical
 

grounding in 
the

 
life

 
and death of

 
Jesus

 
of

 
Nazareth and also 

relates
 

it
 

to the
 

risen Lord. In this
 

way it
 

is
 

made
 clear

 
that

 
the

 
eucharist

 
is

 
not

 
merely a

 
subjective

 memorial
 

of
 

what
 

Christ
 

did in the
 

past, but
 

re­
lates

 
to the

 
saving mystery of

 
Christ

 
in the

 
life

 
of

 the
 

Church today:
 

the
 

risen Lord, on the
 

basis
 of

 
his

 
presence

 
(if

 
properly understood), institu­

tional   word and the   power   of  the  Holy Spirit, is  the  host and meal of the Church.
The text highlights the link between the Last Supper and the eucharist. The description of the eucharist as “a gift from the Lord”, “a sacramen- 



tal meal ”,  given  to  the Church  as a means  “to 
remember and  encounter  him ”, and  “a  sacramental

 meal  which by visible  signs  communicates  to us
 

God’s
 love  in Jesus  Christ ”:  all  this  is  taught  as well  by the 

Catholic Church.

The Meaning of the Eucharist
The definition of eucharist as “sacrament of 

the gift which God makes to us in Christ through 
the power of the Spirit”, combines the two 
aspects of the mystery of the eucharist: the real 
presence of Christ effected by the Spirit and the 
gift signified by this. The gift is identified as 
“salvation” received through communion “in the 
body and blood” of Christ. Stating that “...in 
eating and drinking the bread and wine, Christ 
grants communion with himself”, the text shows 
that Christ is the true host of the meal, the giver 
of the gift. But, since the gift is himself, the 
unambiguous biblical language, which speaks of 
participation of the body and blood of Christ (cf. 
1 Cor 10:16; John 6:52-56) should be used here.

The link between eucharist and forgiveness of 
sins is grounded on Mt 26: 28. But the “assurance 
of the forgiveness of sins” through the eucharist 
is preconditioned by the state of reconciliation 
with God in the Church. This points to the need 
for previous reconciliation of sinners (cf. 1 Cor 
11:28). In our understanding the previous recon­
ciliation would take place through the sacrament 
of penance.

In the section on “the eucharist as thanks­
giving to the Father”, we find that the description 
of the breadth and depth of the thanksgiving, 
given in the eucharistic prayer, reflects faithfully 
the riches of the classical liturgical tradition. But 
whatever be the historical links between the form 
of Jewish  prayer  (berakah )  that  is  mentioned * and the

 eucharistic  prayer, the  latter  has  a  unique  trait, which is
 well  expressed  in Eucharist ,  a  thanksgiving  for
 

what
 God has  done  in the  economy of

 
salvation, marked by 

memorial  of  and founded on the Christ-event.
The

 
thanksgiving of

 
the

 
Church is

 
grounded 

on the
 

one
 

High Priest:
 

“This
 

sacrifice
 

of
 

praise
 is

 
possible

 
only through Christ, with him

 
and in 

him”
 

(4). This
 

statement
 

recalls
 

the
 

conclusion 
of

 
the

 
Roman Canon, which affirms

 
that

 
the

 
eucha-

 ristis
 

prayer
 

is
 

first
 

and foremost
 

the
 

thanks­
giving of

 
Jesus

 
Christ

 
to the

 
Father. The

 
relation 

between the
 

act
 

of
 

the
 

Church and the
 

act
 

of
 Christ

 
could be

 
more

 
clearly expressed by stating 

that
 

the
 

Church receives
 

the
 

thanksgiving of
 

Jesus
 Christ

 
in the

 
eucharist

 
and associates

 
herself

 
with 

it
 
as

 
bride

 
of

 
Christ

 
in order

 
to express

 
the

 
accep­

table
 

thanksgiving for
 

all
 

God's
 

benefits. In the
 Catholic

 
understanding, the

 
eucharist

 
as

 
thanks­

giving signifies
 

above
 

all
 

the
 

thanksgiving of
 

Jesus
 Christ

 
to the

 
Father, with the

 
offering of

 
his

 
body 

and blood for
 

the
 

remission of
 

sins
 

and the
 

sal­
vation of the world.

The text in 4 speaks of the bread and wine as 
a locus for the presence of the world at the eucha­
rist, and as “fruits of the earth”, “presented to 
the Father in faith and thanksgiving”. But the 
identity between the gift which Jesus Christ ma­
kes of his life and the sacramental gesture of the 
Church require that it be made clear that the 
gifts of bread and wine, the visible expression of 
what is being celebrated here and now, are the 
sacramental signs of Christ's presence.

The presentation of the “ eucharist as anam­
nesis or memorial of Christ ” is well done. The 
biblical concept of memorial is employed in a pre­
cise way. The eucharist is not a mere recalling 
of a past event. Rather, anamnesis is used to ex­
press the idea of the effective, operative presence 
of the sacrifice of the Cross in and through the 
eucharistic celebration, for the benefit “of all 
humankind”. The implied analogy between the 
eucharist and Old Covenant liturgies is based on 
“the present efficacy of God’s work when it is 
celebrated by God’s people in a liturgy”. We find 
the presentation which stresses the analogy bet­
ween memorial celebration of Israel and the 
eucharist acceptable. The difference between the 
two is expressed in 5-8.

The connection established between the sacri­
fice of the cross and the eucharist corresponds to 
Catholic understanding. The sacrifice of the 
eucharist is one in which the sacrifice of the cross 
is represented to the end that its saving power 
be applied here and now for the salvation of the 
world.

The present efficacy of the sacrifice of the 
cross in the eucharist is grounded on the presence 
of the risen Lord who cannot be separated from 
his saving work (6). He is present “in the anam­
nesis” (commemorative personal presence) as 
coming from the future to grant communion with 
himself as “a foretaste of the parousia and of the 
final kingdom”. The traditional belief that Christ 
is host of the meal from the outset, as well as 
gift of the meal, comes to the foreground, while, 
at the same time, important ecclesiological aspects 
of the eucharist are mentioned. The connection 
between eucharist and the economy of salvation, 
already realized fully in the ascension of Christ 
and the blessed in him, is established.

The intimate relation between the mystery 
content of the eucharist and the activity of the 
Church is succinctly formulated (7). It recalls 
Catholic theology's presentation of the threefold 
dimension of sacramental celebrations. Since 
“Christ acts through the joyful celebration of the 
Church”, the eucharist is “not only a calling to 
mind of what is past”, but “the Church’s effective

* Is it appropriate to classify the eucharist as berakah 
or even to explain, as is done in III, 27, that it is derived 
“from the Jewish tradition of the berakah”? At the 
present stage of investigation of the history of berakah 
and its relation to eucharistic prayers, many questions 
remain open.



proclamation of God's mighty acts” (a real parti­
cipation now) and “promises” (a real foretaste 
of the future glory).

The ecclesiological dimension of the eucharis- 
tic doctrine is expressed in the text's theology of 
intercession: “The eucharist is the sacrament of 
the unique sacrifice of Christ, who lives to make 
intercession for us... the Church offers its inter­
cession in communion with Christ, our High 
Priest” (8). Here the Church is seen to be united 
spiritually and sacramentally to the commemora­
tive active presence of the sacrifice of Christ. In 
her intercession, the Church makes her own the 
very intercession of Christ himself (cf. Commen­
tary 8). Elsewhere it is said: “It is in the eucha­
rist that the community of God's people is fully 
manifested. Eucharistic celebrations always have 
to do with the whole Church and the whole 
Church is involved in each local eucharistic cele­
bration” (19). This statement implies an under­
standing of the mystery of Church and eucharist 
which corresponds to the traditional eucharistic 
ecclesiology of the Catholic Church.

The eucharist embodies the movement of the 
Church in Christ to the Father. The value of the 
thanksgiving and intercession of the Church is af­
firmed on the basis of its inclusion in the inter­
cession of Christ (8). This relates to Catholic 
teaching which expresses the belief that the 
eucharist is an offering made to the Father by the 
whole Christ, head and body, in the power of the 
Holy Spirit.

But at several points (8, Comm. 8, 9) the notion 
of intercession is used in a way that could seem 
insufficient to explain the sacrificial nature of the 
eucharist in the Catholic sense. The statement 
that the eucharist is the “ sacrament of the unique 
sacrifice of Christ” (8) refers to the relationship 
between the historical sacrifice of the cross and 
the eucharistic celebration. The link between the 
historical event of the cross and the present effi­
cacy of that event is the crucified and risen Lord, 
established as High Priest and “Intercessor”. In 
this perspective it is correct to say that the 
“events” of Christ's life, as historical events, were 
caught up in the flow of time and cannot be 
repeated “or prolonged”. But since the High 
Priest is the crucified and risen Lord, his offering 
of self on the cross can be said to be “made eter­
nal”. His glorified body is the body of the Lord 
offered once-for-all. Consequently, it does not 
seem to do justice to the reality of Christ's sacri­
fice to describe the continuity of Christ's saving 
work only in terms of simple “intercession”.

Correspondingly, the description of the 
Church's activity in the eucharist as thanksgiving 
and intercession needs to be filled out by some 
reference to the self-offering of the participants of 
the eucharist, made in union with the eternal 
“self-offering” of Christ. Section II, 9-10-11 can be 
read in such a way that this notion is included.

The suggestion is made (Comm. 8) that Cath­
olic doctrine’s references to the eucharist as pro­
pitiatory sacrifice be understood in terms of in­
tercession. But Catholics would ask: Is it suffi­
cient to describe the role of Christ, in the “appli­
cation of the propitiatory effects of the cross”, 
as “Intercessor”?

The traditional anamnesis-offering prayer ex­
presses the idea that there is an offering of the 
one acceptable sacrifice made by the Church in 
union with Christ. For Catholics this prayer 
would express the belief that through the eucha­
rist we are enabled to associate ourselves with 
the passover of Christ to his Father. A veiled 
reference to this aspect seems to be found in 9: 
“In the eucharist, Christ empowers us to live with 
him, to suffer with him... as justified sinners”. 
But Catholic theology prefers to state more 
clearly and directly, with reference to the eucha­
rist, what is said (in 10) about the spiritual wor­
ship offered to God in daily life. But again, the 
empowerment by Christ is explained only in terms 
of “intercession” (9). From the Catholic perspec­
tive, it might have been good to take more ac­
count of Christ's role as sanctifier (cf. previous 
remarks on 8).

The formulation of the relation of the preach­
ing of the word to the celebration of the eucharist 
(12) is correct; it does not confound the preaching 
of the word with the eucharist; at the same time, 
it affirms the intimate relation between the two.

We appreciate the presentation in the text of 
the real presence of Christ. The passages which 
deal with the relation of the risen Lord to the 
elements of the eucharist include an appeal not 
only to the witness of Scripture (cf. 13: “the 
words and acts of Christ at the institution of the 
eucharist stand at the heart of the celebration”), 
but also to the epiklesis of the liturgy which asks 
for the coming of the Spirit on the elements 
(14-15). If it could be interpreted in the light of 
the implications of the theology of the epiklesis 
of the Spirit, as found in patristic teaching, the 
presentation satisfies the requirements of Cath­
olic belief. Catholic tradition and practice, we 
should add here, put emphasis on the importance 
of the words of institution within the eucharistic 
celebration.

The significance of the Church's recall on “the 
words and acts (13) of Christ at the institution 
of the eucharist” conforms to the authentic doc­
trine. “At the heart of the celebration” the Church 
proclaims what Christ did once for all. The risen 
Lord relates himself to this activity. He places 
the elements of bread and wine in the relation 
between himself and the community. These ele­
ments are made signs which realize his saving 
presence, namely, “sacrament of his body and 
blood”. In this way Christ fulfils one of the ways 
he promised to be “with his own”.

The statement about the fact and the mode 



of Christ's “unique” presence, which “does not 
depend on the faith of the individual”, is ade­
quate. But Catholic faith links the sacrificial 
aspect of the eucharist to the sacrament of the 
body and blood more closely than is done in the 
text. Jesus did not say simply: “This is my 
body... This is my blood...”. According to the New 
Testament he added: “...body, given for you; 
...blood, shed for the many”. Christ first offered 
himself sacramentally to the Father in the eucha­
rist, in a sacrifice that actualizes the redemption 
of humanity. If he now offers himself as a means 
of sacramental communion to the faithful, it is 
to allow them to associate themselves with his 
self-offering to the Father. Only insofar as Christ 
offers himself to the Father in the sacrificial action 
of the Church’s liturgy, do the elements become 
sacrament of his self-offering to the communi­
cants. But, from our view, although the text 
speaks of the “present efficacy” (5) “of the sacri­
fice of Christ” (5), and “the living and effective 
sign of his sacrifice” (5) and the eucharist as the 
“sacrament of the unique sacrifice of Christ” (8), 
it does not say unambiguously that the eucharist 
is in itself a real sacrifice, the memorial of the 
sacrifice of Christ on the cross.

A distinction is made in Comm. 13 between 
Churches that “believe” in the change of the ele­
ments and those which do not link Christ’s pre­
sence “so definitely to the signs of bread and 
wine”. But the final sentence seems to relativize 
the word “believe”. It asks whether the “differ­
ence can be accommodated with the convergence 
formulated in the text itself”. On the one hand, we 
welcome the convergence that is taking place. On 
the other hand, we must note that for Catholic 
doctrine, the conversion of the elements is a mat­
ter of faith and is only open to possible new theo­
logical explanations as to the “how” of the in­
trinsic change. The content of the word “tran- 
substantiation ” ought to be expressed without 
ambiguity. For Catholics this is a central mystery 
of , faith, and they cannot accept expressions that 
are ambiguous. Thus it would seem that the dif­
ferences as explained here cannot be accommo­
dated within the convergence formulated in the 
text itself. Further work must be done on this.

While focusing more on the pneumatological 
element, this section on “the eucharist as invo­
cation of the Spirit” (14-18) emphasizes the inti­
mate relation between the mystery of the eucha­
rist and the mystery of the Triune God. It sets 
forth the role of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 
in the eucharist in a way that is in conformity 
with Catholic teaching. The statement that the 
whole action of the eucharist has an “epicletic” 
character because it depends on the work of the 
Holy Spirit (16) is appropriate and emphasizes the 
fact that the eucharist is a holy work from the 
outset.

According to the text, the bread and wine are 

said to “become the sacramental signs of Christ’s 
body and blood” (15) in virtue of the words of 
Christ and the power of the Spirit. This corres­
ponds to Catholic teaching which also refers to 
the bread and wine as sacramental signs (“sacra- 
mentum tantum”, i.e., insofar as they signify). 
But the thought that they become sacramental 
signs is linked to the intrinsic change which takes 
place, whereby unity of being is realized between 
the signifying reality and the reality signified. The 
reference to the sanctifying action of the Spirit 
weighs the statement of the text in the direction 
of intrinsic change. But the text is also open to 
the idea that the gifts undergo a change of mean­
ing, which does not go beyond the establishment 
of an extrinsic relation between the thing signi­
fying and the thing signified. This would be ina­
dequate. Since this matter relates to the impor­
tant question of the real presence further expla­
nation is needed from the perspective of Catholic 
faith *.

The presentation of “the eucharist as commu­
nion of the faithful” gives expression to an im­
portant ecclesiological point: “The eucharistic 
communion with Christ who nourishes the life of 
the Church is at the same time communion with 
the body of Christ which is the Church” (19). And 
in this context it draws out ethical implications of 
participation in the eucharist, centering on the 
need to face and overcome divisiveness within 
the Church and in the world.

At the same time, Commentary 19 raises a 
concern that “the catholicity of the eucharist is 
less manifest” when “the right of the baptized 
believers and their ministers to participate in and 
preside over the eucharistic celebration in one 
church is called into question by those who pre­
side over and are members of other eucharistic 
congregations”. But the catholicity of the eucha­
rist is not something different from the catholi­
city of the Church. Catholicity includes openness, 
but an openness conditioned by acceptance of the 
whole saving mystery of Christ and its conse­
quences. But the issues raised (in Comm. 19) in 
relationship to it must ultimately be situated 
within an ecclesiology to be adequately answered.

The explanation of “ the eucharist as a meal of 
the kingdom” suggests a valuable commentary on 
the link between baptism and eucharist. Through 
baptism one is justified, incorporated into Christ

* Somewhat related to this, the various attempts to 
understand the mystery of the eucharistic presence of 
Christ are placed (Comm. 15) at three levels: 1) some 
affirm only the fact; 2) others “consider it necessary to 
assert” a change of bread and wine; 3) others develop 
theological explanations. Catholic theology, which in­
cludes all three levels, requires a reformulation of the 
description of its understanding of the second level. Our 
faith in the real presence implies that we believe that the 
bread and wine become really the body and blood of 
Christ. The phrase “consider it necessary to assert" is 
not adequate to express this. Consider it necessary to 
confess would be more appropriate.



and ordered to the eucharist (cf. UR 22), which 
is the representation of the saving mystery of 
Christ under the aspect of the sharing in the 
eschatological meal of joy with Christ and the 
blessed in the Kingdom, unto the glory of the 
Father.

The text recalls how the eschatological dimen­
sion of the eucharist grounds the mission of the 
Church. The link between eucharist and mission 
is integral to the Catholic explication of the con­
nection between eucharist and life. Christian 
ethic has a sacramental basis. Through the eucha­
rist the Church not only receives its name (body 
of Christ, 24), but also its mission to extend 
Christ's salvation to the world.

The Celebration of the Eucharist

In general, the description of the elements of 
the classical liturgical celebration of the eucharist 
is adequate. The list of elements includes a “lex 
orandi” which is able to converge toward a “lex 
credendi” of the Church. But there are some re­
servations or questions from the standpoint of 
Catholic doctrine. First, instead of “declaration 
of pardon”, we would prefer to have a phrase 
that indicates more precisely the element of true 
forgiveness of sin in the life of the Christian. Se­
condly, the expression of the Church's intention 
to offer the sacrifice of Christ is important. Is it 
implied in the listing under “the anamnesis or 
memorial..., etc.”? This should be clearer. Thirdly, 
the expression “eating and drinking in commu­
nion with Christ and with each member of the 
Church” is weak. It does not sufficiently express 
the distinction between sacramental participation 
of the body and blood of Christ and communion 
with Christ through communion with those who 
are in Christ.

The problem of changeable and unchangeable 
elements of the eucharistic celebration (Comm. 
28) is correctly referred to the responsibility of 
the Church. It is the Church and not the indi­
vidual as such that has the assurance of the gui­
dance of the Spirit in this matter. The description 
of Christ at work in the eucharist is well 
stated (29). But the question of the president of 
the eucharist could perhaps be dealt with better 
in the text on ministry. The Catholic position is 
that the one who presides must be a priest 
sacramentally ordained within the apostolic suc­
cession.

A distinction is made (32) between churches, 
which stress “that Christ’s presense in the conse­
crated elements continues after the celebration”, 
and others, which place “the main emphasis on 
the act of celebration itself and on the consump­
tion of the elements in the act of communion”. 
The Catholic Church agrees with the first position 
and also agrees with what is said positively about 
the second position. She only disagrees with those 

who deny the duration of the real presence after 
the celebration. And we would ask, if one denies 
the duration of the real presence after the cele­
bration, what does this signify for one's under­
standing of real presence and the reality of the 
conversion? Therefore, it would have been useful 
to indicate the deeper ecclesiological sacramental 
and eschatological grounds for the ancient prac­
tice of reservation of the consecrated species. 
While the text states that “the best way of show­
ing respect for the elements... is by the consump­
tion, without excluding the use for communion 
of the sick”, we would add to this that the various 
forms of eucharistic worship, properly done, are 
also legitimate and praiseworthy ways of acknow­
ledging the continuing presence of Christ in the 
eucharist.

Finally, the policies of the churches and ec- 
clesial communities differ in regard to eucharistic 
sharing. In our view, the problem of eucharistic 
sharing (33) has an ecclesial dimension and can­
not be resolved in isolation from an understand­
ing of the mystery of the Church as well as the 
ministry. In this regard, for Catholics, it is unity 
in the profession of faith that constitutes the 
core of ecclesial communion. Because the eucha­
ristic celebration is bv its very nature a profes­
sion of the faith of the Church, it is impossible 
for the Catholic Church presently to engage in 
general eucharistic sharing. For in our view we 
cannot share in the eucharist unless we share 
fully in that faith.

In the text on the eucharist we find much we 
can agree with, and have pointed to areas where 
we believe further study is needed as the Faith 
& Order process continues.

C) Ministry

1. General Appreciation

The statement on ministry deals with one of 
the central and most complex themes in ecumen­
ical conversations. We are well aware that per­
haps none of the churches or ecclesial communi­
ties represented in the Faith & Order Commis­
sion can find its faith and practice in regard to 
ministry fully reflected and stated in this docu­
ment in precisely the way that it has understood 
and experienced it. It is necessarily influenced by 
the variety of views and practices present in the 
Faith & Order Commission. Furthermore, the 
ministerial structures of the churches and com­
munities divided from one another are not only 
marked by differing theologies, but have also been 
affected by various historical and sociological de­
velopments within the churches which contribute 
heavily to shaping their identity. Well aware of 
the complexity of the ecumenical dialogue on mi­
nistry, we are grateful for the work achieved on 



it by the Commission and we appreciate especially 
the fact that its presentation goes in the direc­
tion of the major lines of what we recognize “as 
the faith of the Church through the ages”.

In that light we would especially single out:
a) The use within a wider ecumenical horizon 

of a terminology that reflects traditional Christian 
theology;

b) the significant Trinitarian, Christological 
and ecclesiological aspects of the text;
c) the  embodiment  of  the  ordained  ministry  within 

the  wider  theological  and  ecclesiological  horizon  of
 God's  salvific  work through Christ  and his

 
Church, in 

which  diverse  and complementary  gifts
 

are
 

bestowed 
upon the  community and the  individual

 
members

 
of

 
the

 whole  people  (Section I);
d)

 
the

 
continuous

 
connection of

 
the

 
ordained 

ministry with the
 

mission of
 

the
 

Twelve
 

and the
 fundamental apostolicity of the Church;

e)
 

the
 

well-balanced description of
 

the
 

ordai­
ned ministry as

 
the

 
result

 
of

 
God's

 
gratuitous

 
ini­

tiative
 

and of
 

a
 

commissioning by the
 

Church for
 a responsibility in the Church in Christ's name;

f) the  positive  description  of  ordination  which , 
although  open  to various  interpretations , remains open as well to a sacramental understanding;

g) the significant presentation of the threefold 
ministry of bishops, presbyters and deacons even 
if they are considered rather as functional tasks that can exist concretely in different patterns (22);

h) the responsibility of the ministry is ade­
quately described as proclaiming and teaching 
the Word of God, celebrating the sacraments and 
guiding the life of the community in its worship, 
its mission and its caring ministry” (13);
i) the  statement  is  more  than a  theological  exposition

. It  also has  a  pastoral  perspective  that  can both inspire
 ministers  in the  exercise  of  their  ministry, and help the

 community  to  accept  them  as  “ heralds  and 
ambassadors of Jesus Christ” (11).

We appreciate the fact that ordained ministry 
is not treated in isolation but rather in its wider ecclesiological context, in its relationship to the Church as God's people, to its unity, apostolicity 
and catholicity and its existence as a local com­
munity. But, further reflection on ecclesiologv 
will be needed in the Commission on Faith & Order, in order to put the ordained ministry in 
clear perspective. As an illustration, one essential dimension of the Church that remains obscure, 
although it is of the greatest importance for un­
derstanding and valuing the authority of ordain­
ed ministry, is the sacramental aspect of the whole Church, at work in a particular way in 
the ministry, in its teaching office ,in the admini­
stration of the sacraments and in its governing. 
In a real and effective sense the Church is an 
icon of the presence of God and his Kingdom in 

the world. This is always because of God's actual 
and constant faithfulness to his promise in Jesus 
Christ. The basic ministerial structures partici­
pate in that sacramental dimension. Further ecu­
menical dialogue will have to deal more fully 
with that spiritual and sacramental dimension of 
the Church and its ministry.

Authority of Tradition

The text uses the sacred Scriptures and espe­
cially the New Testament as a basis for its argu­
mentation, showing the uniqueness of Christ's 
authority, the particular role of the apostles and 
the spirit in which the ministry must be exercised.

In stating that the Church has never been with­
out persons holding specific authority and res­
ponsibility (9), the text could not ignore the dif­
ficulties that arise in trying to retrace the origin 
of the actual pattern in the Bible (cf. Comm. 17, 
19, 22, Comm. 40) and had to try to avoid historic 
fundamentalism.

The text necessarily had to deal with historic 
evolution of ministry in the early Church, for 
example, the evolution of the forms of the or­
dained ministry (19-21), the succession of the 
apostolic ministry (35-36, and Comm. 36) and the 
understanding of priesthood. Frequently it gives 
special weight to an argument from antiquity *. 
One aim of this approach is to contribute to help­
ing communities which have not retained the 
episcopate, to appreciate the episcopate as a sign 
of the continuity and unity of the Church (38) and 
maybe to recover the sign (53b). Later develop­
ments regarding structures, taking place at some 
points of crisis in history, do not seem to have 
the same weight in the document as those of the 
first centuries (19, 22). These references to the 
apostolic times and the first centuries of Chris­
tianity are due not only to historic and critical 
honesty, but have a clear theological weight. That 
evolution is related to the guidance of the Holy 
Spirit (19).

The attention given to origins and “antiquity” 
certainly meets a concern of many churches. But 
this approach in the document still remains in­
complete because too often it involves only a sta­
tement of fact and is insufficiently supported bv 
theological reflection on the normativity of such

* “The ministry of... persons (responsible for showing 
the Church's dependence on Jesus Christ) who since 
very early times have been ordained...” (8); “the Church 
has never been without persons holding specific authority 
and responsibility” (9); “...from the beginning, there were 
differentiated roles in the community” (9); “The basic 
reality of an ordained ministry was present from the 
beginning"  (Commentary 11); “Historically... the threefold 
ministry became the generally accepted pattern in the 
Church  of the  early  centuries ";  “Under  the  particular  historical

 circumstances  of  the  growing  church  in the  early  centuries ,
 

the
 succession of  bishops  became  one  of  theways... in  which  the  apos-  

 tolic  tradition... was  expressed" (36).



antiquity. In other words, it must be completed 
by considering also the role of decisive authority 
in the discernment of such developments in the 
past, as well as in regard to the present needs of 
the Church and the ecumenical situation today.

2. Particular Comments

The calling of the Whole People of God

In the line of many texts that have emerged 
from bilateral dialogues, but also of the Dogmatic 
Constitution on the Church of the Second Vatican 
Council, it is good to see that the text looks at 
the problem of the ordained ministry from a 
broader angle. It starts with a brief theological 
and ecclesiological reflection upon the calling of 
the whole people of God. It shows how this 
calling must be envisioned in the perspective of 
God's Trinitarian concern for humanity as a 
whole: the calling of God, the mediation of Jesus 
Christ and the liberating and renewing power of 
the Holy Spirit. It is in this light that the docu­
ment describes some features of the calling of the 
Church, expressing especially its mission to wit­
ness and service. As part of this calling, the Holy 
Spirit bestows on the community diverse and com­
plementary gifts (5) and charisms that form the 
background for all ministries in the Church. We 
agree with the general understanding of the call­
ing of the people of God, as it is stated in the first 
section.

The question, “how, according to the will of 
God and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, is 
the life of the Church to be understood and orde­
red, so that the Gospel may be spread and the 
community built up in love” (6), is a fair question. 
The reference to the will of God and the guidance 
of the Holy Spirit rightly indicates the awareness 
that church order, at least in its fundamental 
constitution, is not the result of historical deve­
lopments and human-made organization. But the 
question cannot be answered conclusively as long 
as the questions of who will decide, who will 
discern God's will in various developments and 
with what authority, are left open. We believe in 
fact that certain people are commissioned in the 
Church with a God-given authority to exercise 
such ministry of decision. Therefore, the ques­
tion of authority in the Church must be studied 
in relationship to ministry.

The Church and the Ordained Ministry
One of the means by which the Church is 

ordered according to the will of God and under 
the guidance of the Holy Spirit is through the 
existence of an ordained ministry. In the descrip­
tion of the chief responsibility of the ordained mi­
nistry, given in n .13, we recognize the framework 
of a Catholic understanding of the mission of the 

ordained ministry. We approve of the way this 
ministry is already related to the mission of the 
Twelve. We would suggest that this mission 
should be related further with Christ's own mis­
sion by the Father: “As the Father sent me, so I 
am sending you” (John 20:21).

We are glad to see that the document mentions 
the two complementary forms of “representation” 
of ordained ministers: the representation of the 
people of God and the representation of Jesus 
Christ, as heralds, ambassadors, leaders, teachers, 
pastors (11). In the commentary to 13, when the 
specificity of the ordained ministry with regard 
to the participation of the community in fulfilling 
these functions is mentioned, it declares that “the 
ordained ministry fulfils these functions in a re­
presentative way, providing the focus for the unity 
of the life and witness of the community” (Com­
mentary 13). The concept of “representation” is 
a valuable concept which roots in the theological 
understanding of the churches. But it needs 
further qualification in the context of the agreed 
statement, so that through its relation to the Ar- 
chetypos Christ, the ordained ministry is in and 
for the Church an effective and sacramental rea­
lity, by which a minister acts “in persona Christi”. 
This view should also help to explain more fully 
why, according to the Catholic faith, the eucharist 
must be presided over by an ordained minister, 
who represents Christ in a personal and sacra­
mental way (14). In this way, too, the image of 
the ordained ministry as “focus of its unity” (8, 
Comm. 13 & 14, in relation to the eucharist) could 
be deepened. By stressing this sacramental aspect 
that marks a person before God and the com­
munity, we do not want to separate the minister 
from the community or exalt him above it, be­
cause we fully agree with the strong connection 
the document makes between the ordained mi­
nistry and the community (cf. 12). Still, there is 
a special role for the ordained ministry. We 
should not hesitate to see, in light of tradition, 
something of Christ’s real and sacramental pre­
sence in the ordained minister: a particular sign 
among others.

The section on “ordained ministry and autho­
rity” contains two fine paragraphs on the manner 
and the spirit in which ordained ministers must 
exercise their authority with the cooperation of 
the whole community, focusing on the model of 
Christ himself and the way he revealed God's 
authority to the world (16). We agree with these 
paragraphs. But at the same time the task re­
mains of reflecting upon the ecclesiological dimen­
sion and the peculiar nature of this authority. It 
is rooted, as the document aptly states, in agree­
ment with the Tradition of the Church, on the re­
lation between ordination and function, in Jesus 
Christ “who has received it from the Father and 
who confers it by the Holy Spirit through the act 
of ordination” (15).



In considering “ordained ministry and priest­
hood”, the commentary to 17 rightly points to 
the different applications of the word “priest” 
and “priesthood” in the New Testament and the 
Church, thus avoiding a confusion of Christ's uni­
que priesthood, the royal and prophetic priest­
hood of all baptized and the priesthood of certain 
ordained ministers: they belong to different evo­
lutions in the use of the word “priesthood/priest”. 
In this way it points at the same time to the ana­
logy and the essential difference between them.

This is important, but perhaps needs to be 
further clarified. In the teaching of the Catholic 
Church, although the common priesthood of the 
faithful and the ministerial or hierarchical priest­
hood are interrelated, each being in its own way 
a participation in the one priesthood of Christ, 
they differ from one another in essence and not 
only in degree (cf. Lumen Gentium, 10). We be­
lieve that further study must be done by Faith & 
Order on this point. We note for example in 17 
that in the appropriate reasons for “calling the 
minister 'priest' ”, the reality of “sacrifice”, men­
tioned explicitly for Christ and the priesthood of 
the baptized, is absent, although it belongs inhe­
rently to the concept of ordained priesthood. Cer­
tain ministers are called priests because of their 
specific part in presiding at the celebration of the 
eucharist, as “heralds and ambassadors” of 
Christ, who gives himself as sacrifice for all. The 
reference to the eucharist that is made in the 
commentary to 17, could have been made cor­
rectly in the paragraph itself.

We approve of the nuanced way in which the 
“ministry of men and women in the Church” is 
treated (II D). We recognize fully that the expe­
rience of the churches which practise the ordina­
tion of women constitutes inevitably a challenge 
to our own position. At the same time we believe 
that there are theological issues rooted not only 
in the understanding of Tradition, but also of the 
Scriptures, concerning Christology, which lie at 
the heart of our convictions and understanding 
with regard to the admission of women to the 
ordained ministry (Comm. 18). On this latter 
point, the text states (18) that “many churches 
hold that the tradition of the Church in this re­
gard must not be changed”. In our view, it would 
be more accurate to say that we have no autho­
rity to change it, since we believe it belongs to 
the Apostolic Tradition of the Church. Perhaps 
this nuance also points to a different conception 
of Apostolic Tradition in the BEM text than Cath­
olics would find acceptable. Even if differences 
on these issues can raise obstacles to recognition 
of certain ministries, they should never become 
prejudicial to further reflection upon the ordained 
ministry within the ecumenical context. “Open­
ness to each other holds the possibility that the 
Spirit may well speak to one church through the 
insights of another” (54).

The Forms of the Ordained Ministry

It is important for the future of the ecumenical 
movement that the text, after having fully reco­
gnized the historic evolution of the ministerial 
pattern in the Church, could so explicitly agree 
on the singular significance of the threefold minis­
try of bishop, presbyter and deacon, as “the ge­
nerally accepted pattern in the Church of the 
early centuries” and as being “still retained today 
by many churches” (22).

This evolution in the Church is seen as more 
than merely a result of fortuitous events. It is 
seen in connection with the guidance of the Spirit 
(19 & 22). And we surely agree with the hope 
expressed that “the threefold ministry ... may 
serve today as an expression of the unity we seek 
and also as a means for achieving it” (22). This 
statement fits within the framework of the 
Church's faith and order through the ages. But 
it should be ecclesiologicallv deepened by examin­
ing whether the text means that such ministry 
belongs only to the ecumenical well-being (bene 
esse) of the Church, or rather to its constitutive 
being, rooted in God's will for the Church as it 
has been discerned by the authority in the Church. 
Therefore one has to distinguish between the fun­
damental and constitutive core of the threefold 
ministry, as the institutional expression of what 
was involved in the message of the New Testa­
ment, and the historic form, style and organiza­
tion it has inevitably assumed and will also as­
sume in the future. An ecumenical discernment is 
needed to see what belongs to the constitutive 
structure of the Church and what to the contin­
gent social organization. The invitation to reform 
many formal aspects of the threefold pattern (24) 
in openness to each other and to contextual needs 
should be taken up.

The description of guiding principles for the 
exercise of the ordained ministry (26-27), of the 
functions of the bishops, presbyters and deacons 
(28-31) and of the variety of charisms (32-33) bring 
together various elements that are retraceable in 
various developments and in the historical evolu­
tion of the Church, in which one recognizes the 
practice of the Church through the ages.

Episcopacy is rightly described as “a focus of 
unity” (20), as necessary to express and safeguard 
the unity of the body (23) and as a service of unity 
at a regional level (27) as “representative pastoral 
ministers of oversight, continuity and unity in the 
Church”. Even if the text acknowledges the fact 
that “ they relate the Christian community in their 
area to the wider Church and the universal 
Church to their community”, the description 
hardly mentions the very traditional and essential 
collegial aspect of episcopacy. In a unique way, in 
comparison to other ordained ministers, bishops 
represent and symbolize in their person their 
local church and relate it, in communion with the 
other     churches,   to    the    universal    Church.   The  



ecumenical council becomes thus a representative 
image of the universal Church, because it is a 
meeting of the college of bishops around the 
bishop of Rome who, according to the Catholic 
Church, is the head of this college. While all of 
this is important, we miss here the clear expres­
sion of the teaching function of the bishops, the 
magisterium, which is a significant aspect that 
must also be taken into account here, and in the 
future work of Faith & Order.

We understand that it may not be the pur­
pose, at present, of the Faith & Order Commission 
to reflect upon the personal expression of a “focus 
of unity” in the universal Church, but one can ask 
whether that would not be a logical result of the 
reflections started upon a representative service 
of oversight, continuity and unity in the Church.

Succession in the Apostolic Tradition
In the context of the divergent practices among 

the churches, the document deals with the rela­
tion between the apostolicity of the Church and 
the Apostolic Tradition on one side, and the or­
derly transmission of the ordained ministry (35) 
and, more especially, the episcopal succession as 
one of its forms (36), on the other. By doing so 
it gives the problem a wider ecclesiological rele­
vancy and brings a mutual comprehension for 
practices, which may seem unacceptable when 
isolated.

The connection of the apostolic succession 
with the Apostolic Tradition, understood as “the 
continuity in the permanent characteristics of the 
Church of the apostles”, in their witness, procla­
mation, celebration, service etc. (34), is legitimate. 
One may even say as in 36: “... the succession of 
bishops became one of the ways, together with the 
transmission of the Gospel and the life of the com­
munity, in which the apostolic tradition of the 
Church was expressed”. But is there not the 
tendency here to be content with a listing and 
a juxtaposition of items which all have to do with 
the Apostolic Tradition without showing suffi­
ciently how they have their own function within 
the totality and how they are related among 
themselves?

According to the statement, the episcopal suc­
cession was understood in the early centuries “as 
serving, symbolizing and guarding the continuity 
of the apostolic faith and communion” (36, with 
reference to Clement of Rome and Ignatius of 
Antioch in the commentary). And today, even 
churches which have not retained the episcopate 
are able to appreciate the episcopal succession as 
a sign, though not a guarantee, of the continuity 
and unity of the Church” (38). It is said that there 
is willingness expressed among them “to accept 
episcopal succession as a sign of the apostolicity 
of the life of the whole Church” (38). The text 
speaks further on of “a need to recover the sign 
of the episcopal succession” that will strengthen 

and deepen that continuity with the Church of 
the apostles (53 b).

We agree that the “episcopal succession” is of 
the order of the sign that can signify, through the 
image of historic transmission, the fact that the 
Church is rooted in the apostolic Church around 
Christ and therefore shows its fundamental apos­
tolicity. However, the meaning of “sign/expres- 
sion” needs to be clear. In the previous version, 
One Baptism, One Eucharist and A Mutually Re­
cognized Ministry (34), the text spoke of an “ef­
fective sign”. This indicates better the unique im­
portance of the episcopal succession for the edifi­
cation of the Church through the ages. This is 
immediately related to the meaning which the 
ministry of the bishop has in a Catholic ecclesio- 
logy: it is more than a function of oversight next 
to other functions and ministries. In his very 
personal ministry, the bishop represents the local 
church entrusted to him. He is its qualified spo­
kesperson in the communion of the churches. At 
the same time he is the first representative of 
Jesus Christ in the community. By his ordination 
to the episcopacy he is commissioned to exercise 
leadership in the community, to teach with autho­
rity and to judge. All other ministries are linked 
to his and function in relationship to it. Thus 
his ministry is a sacramental sign of integration 
and a focus of communion. Through the epis­
copal succession, the bishop embodies and actua­
lizes both catholicity in time, i.e., the continuity 
of the Church across the generations, as well as 
the communion lived in each generation. The 
actual community is thus linked up through a 
personal sign with the apostolic origins, its 
teaching and way of living.

In that perspective, episcopal succession can 
rightly be called a guarantee (cf. 38) of the conti­
nuity and unity of the Church, if one recognizes 
in it the expression of Christ's faithfulness to the 
Church to the end of time. At the same time it 
lays upon each individual office-bearer the respon­
sibility to be a faithful and diligent guarantor.

Ordination
When stating that “ the Church ordains certain 

of its members for the ministry in the name of 
Christ by the invocation of the Spirit and the 
laying on of hands” (39; also 7c, 41, 52), the text 
describes the act of ordination in a way consonant 
with the faith and the practice of the Catholic 
Church. The document specifies three essential 
dimensions of the ordination: 1. it is “an invoca­
tion to God that the new minister be given the 
power of the Holy Spirit...” (42). 2. It is “a sign 
of the granting of this prayer by the Lord who 
gives the gift of the ordained ministry” (43), and
3. it is “an acknowledgement by the Church of the 
Spirit in the one ordained, and a commitment by 
both the Church and the ordinand to the new re­
lationship” (44).



This positive evaluation meets in many ways 
the Catholic concept of ordination as a sacra­
ment: the reality granted is the power of the 
Holy Spirit (42); the ordained ministry as a gift 
given by the Lord; a sign signifying a spiritual re­
lationship (43) for “a new relation which is estab­
lished between this minister and the local Chris­
tian community” (42, 44). And this is acknow­
ledged and given in a sign, the act of ordination 
(42). “Ordination is a sign performed in faith 
that the spiritual relationship signified is present 
in, with and through the words spoken, the ges­
tures made and the forms employed (43). In a 
quite comprehensive sense, in which historical 
and spiritual references are made, the institution 
of the act of ordination is related “with Jesus 
Christ and the apostolic witness” (39); “The lay­
ing on of hands is the sign of the gift of the Spirit, 
rendering visible the fact that the ministry was 
instituted in the revelation accomplished in 
Christ, and reminding the Church to look to him 
as the source of its commission” (39). While this 
seems to be implied in the passages just cited, 
Catholics would like it to be stated clearly that 
ordination is not only a sign, but an effective sign.

In the description of ordination essential ele­
ments for the sacrament are enumerated, without 
however calling it a sacrament. Using the word 
twice in a wider, but significant way, once as an 
adjective (41) and once as an adverb (43), it points 
in the direction of a sacramental understanding. 
Among the churches and communities represented 
in Faith & Order, ordination is described as a sa­
crament by some, but not by others. This perhaps 
explains why the word is not used. At the same 
time, in the line of the faith, the essentials of 
a sacramental understanding can be recognized in 
the broad treatment given to it in this text.

Furthermore, we mention in passing three 
elements that take up Catholic concerns: 1) the 
specifying intention in ordination (39), 2) the 
eucharistic context of ordination (41), and 3) the 
statement that ordination is never repeated in re­
cognition of the God-given charism of ministry. 
All of this points to an important convergence on 
ordination achieved in BEM. But one that still 
does not express clearly the Catholic conviction 
that ordination is indeed a sacrament.

One point is not treated in a way that is suffi­
cient according to the Catholic faith, namely the 
problem of the competent minister of ordination. 
This is important because, in fact, it is through 
the epiclesis prayed for by the competent minister 
that the gift of the Spirit is conferred on the 
person ordained (cf. 43). We understand the dif­
ficulty arising in a statement expressing the views 
of churches and ecclesial communities which dif­
fer on the qualified minister. We appreciate the 
statement that even churches which have not re­
tained the episcopate want to express the conti­
nuity in apostolic faith, worship and mission in 

the fact that “ordination is always done... by 
persons in whom the Church recognizes the 
authority to transmit the ministerial commis­
sion” (37).

Our view, however, is that ordination is a sa­
crament. The competent minister of this sacra­
ment is a bishop who stands in the authentic 
apostolic succession and who acts in the person 
of Christ. We therefore ask the Commission on 
Faith & Order to reflect on the ecclesiological 
meaning of the episcopal succession for ordina­
tion. We believe that its necessity is due to the 
fact that the episcopal succession signifies and 
actualizes the sacramental link of the ministry— 
first of all of the episcopal ministry itself—with 
the apostolic origin. It is rooted in the sacra­
mental nature of the Church. It is only when the 
question of the minister of the ordination is set­
tled adequately that a serious step toward reco­
gnition of ministry will become possible.

Towards the Mutual Recognition 
of the Ordained Ministries

The unsatisfactory way in which Baptism, 
Eucharist and Ministry deals with the problem 
of the mutual recognition of the ordained minis­
try shows that we touch here upon a crux in the 
endeavours towards Christian unity. At the heart 
of it stands the very concrete issue of sacramental 
ordination related to this issue of the historic 
episcopal succession. Many particular questions 
however cannot be solved before entering in con­
crete union-negotiations. One way forward seems 
to lie in increasing mutual respect by the churches 
and ecclesial communities for each other.

We can acknowledge the many ways in which 
continuity in apostolic faith, worship and mis­
sion has been preserved in communities which 
have not retained the form of historic episcopate. 
As the Second Vatican Council says, "The Chris­
tian way of life of these brethren is nourished by 
faith in Christ. It is strengthened by the grace 
of baptism and the hearing of the word of God. 
This wav of life expresses itself in private prayer, 
in meditation on the scriptures, in the life of a 
Christian family, and in the worship of the com­
munity gathered together to praise God” (UR 23; 
cf. LG 15). But we believe that ordained minis­
try requires sacramental ordination by a bishop 
standing in the apostolic succession. We hope 
that a growing fraternal solidarity of collabora­
tion, common reflection, prayer and service bet­
ween churches and ecclesial communities, and 
particularly their ministers, can reach a point of 
seeing whether, or in what terms, an ordained 
ministry recognized by all might become possible.

Meanwhile we suggest again that the theo­
logical reflection upon the meaning of the epis­
copal succession for the understanding of the 
Church and its ministry should be deepened. It 
will  not  be  an  opportunistic  “recovering of  the sign of  
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Rather
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necessary now
 

to work toward unity 
in faith on this central ecclesiological issue.

IV. Consequences of BEM 
for Ecumenical relations and dialogue

1. Consequences concerning
Ecumenism in General

The BEM text makes some valuable sugges­
tions on ecumenical relations in general.

A Wholistic Approach to Ecumenism
One suggestion it makes is that our approach 

to ecumenism must be wholistic. BEM suggests 
this in several ways. First, the four areas of 
inquiry asked of the churches by Faith & Order 
in relationship to BEM encourage the churches 
to reflect on the interrelationship of the different 
aspects of the ecumenical movement. Theological 
dialogue must not be isolated from other ecumen­
ical efforts to break down barriers between Chris­
tians. Rather, each aspect of ecumenism must 
nourish and be nourished by others. Therefore, 
just as the theological dialogue must continue, 
so too must the dialogue of charity that fosters 
increasing personal contacts on all levels of the 
Church, including the highest levels. These con­
tacts bring understanding. There must also be 
efforts of common witness between our churches 
and communities through joint service in matters 
of evangelization, charity and justice. In this way, 
we can reach out from beyond the barriers that 

separate us to forge links that bind us to one 
another in Christ, in our service to the world.

Secondly, BEM reminds us of the importance 
of multilateral ecumenical engagement. Both bi­
lateral and multilateral conversations are valuable 
instruments in the ecumenical movement. In the 
evolution of the ecumenical documents on bap­
tism, eucharist and ministry, there has been a 
mutual influence in the treatment of these issues 
in BEM and in the bilaterals, and a theological 
and methodological convergence (see Report of 
the Fourth Forum on Bilateral Conversations, 
Faith & Order paper no. 125). Furthermore, the 
multilateral context provides a framework that 
enables a wide variety of churches and commu­
nities to encounter one another on a continuous 
basis. Some encounter others only within a multi­
lateral framework. When they encounter each 
other in both, the multilateral framework helps 
also to ensure that a growing understanding with 
one partner in a bilateral dialogue will not lead 
to alienation from others.
The Goal of Visible Unity

Another lesson from or consequence of BEM 
is that it keeps before Christians this goal of vi­
sible unity toward which they must move. It 
speaks of this goal in the preface. The text of 
each of the three areas concentrates on those 
aspects of the theme that relate in some way to 
problems of mutual recognition leading to unity. 
Thus the development of the text leads to the need 
to work for “mutual recognition of baptism” 
(B 15), and toward “unity in eucharistic celebra­
tion and communion” (E 28), and for “mutual 
recognition of the ordained ministries” (M 51 ff.). 
Though the notion of visible unity still needs to 
be clarified from an ecumenical point of view, 
BEM is a reminder to us that the ecumenical mo­
vement aims not only at a renewal of attitudes 
of Christians, but also at a rethinking of relation­
ships between divided Christian communities.
Toward the Next Step

We believe that BEM is indicative of an im­
portant level of convergence on these issues. 
There are issues needing further development, and 
some issues that have not yet been addressed. 
But what has been achieved, as reflected in BEM, 
makes us realize the convergence, and the simi­
larities growing even with those who have been 
furthest from us doctrinally. This in itself is a 
stimulant for further dialogue toward another 
step forward on the way to unity in faith, and the 
visible unity of Christians.
2. Particular Consequences

Stemming from Each Text
In regard to Baptism, BEM can help us to 

reflect again on baptism as a basis for Christian 
unity. The Catholic Church and every Christian 
community should deepen its recognition of the 



real bonds of faith and life in Christ that exist 
between communities which celebrate baptism 
authentically and ought to find ways of expressing 
this recognition. BEM presents important ways 
of seeing common ground between those commu­
nities which practise baptism of infants and those 
practising baptism of adults only. Although, as 
we have already noted, the text is not completely 
satisfactory from our point of view on some is­
sues concerning baptism, it is a major contribu­
tion to the ecumenical movement. It is on the 
basis of baptism that we can say that, despite 
our continuing divisions, a real, though imperfect 
communion already exists between divided Chris­
tians. The BEM text explains the baptismal basis 
of this communion that already exists.

In regard to Eucharist, the reception of the 
Lima text on eucharist by a church would not 
have the immediate result of allowing reciprocal 
eucharistic sharing. This is because the notion 
of eucharistic sharing for the Catholic Church is 
intimately related to other basic factors such as 
unity in the whole faith of the Church, and par­
ticularly in regard to the Church and the ministry.

As already noted, we are not totally satisfied 
with every aspect of the BEM text on the eucha­
rist, On some serious points it does not say 
enough to represent the fullness of Christian faith. 
Still we recognize the significance of the conver­
gence and even areas of agreement on many points 
of eucharistic thinking that the text represents. 
Thus we would say that if all the churches and 
ecclesial communities are able to accept at least 
the theological understanding and description of 
the celebration of the eucharist as described in 
BEM and implement it as part of their normal 
life, we believe that this would be an important 
development, and that these divided Christians 
now stood on a new level in regard to achieving 
common faith on the eucharist.

Concerning Ministry, what BEM says is im­
portant, although we have pointed to areas where 
further study is necessary. In regard to recogni­
tion of ministry, for us it is not only agreement 
on the question of apostolic succession, but also 
being situated within it, that is necessary for re­
cognition of ordination.

But if some of the proposals on ministry in 
BEM were generally accepted, that would cons­
titute a major step toward Christian unitv. For 
example, if the threefold ministry of bishop, 
presbyter and deacon, explained in BEM, were 
adopted generally by Christian communities, that 
would put the churches and ecclesial communi­
ties on a new level of relationship, even if the 
precise meaning of the threefold ministry would 
still need further refinement.

BEM notes grounds on which mutual respect 
for ministries can grow. It states that “in chur­
ches which practise the succession through the 
episcopate, it is increasingly recognized that a 
continuity in apostolic faith, worship and mission 

has been preserved in churches which have not 
retained the form of historic episcopate” (37). It 
notes however that “these considerations do not 
diminish the importance of the episcopal minis­
try” (38) and many of the former “express willing­
ness to accept episcopal succession as a sign of 
the apostolicity of the life of the whole Church”. 
These considerations remind us of the teachings 
of the Second Vatican Council which say that 
“the brethren divided from us also carry out 
many liturgical actions of the Christian religion. 
In ways that vary according to the condition of 
each church or community, these liturgical ac­
tions most certainly can truly engender a life of 
grace and, one must say, can aptly give access to 
the communion of salvation”. 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» 
(UR 3).

There are already grounds on which mutual 
respect can begin to grow and dimensions of 
fellowship between our communities can be built, 
reflecting the levels of communion that now exist. 
But this is still inadequate. We need to continue 
the dialogue for unity of faith in regard to minis­
try as well as other matters, as we move toward 
full communion.

V. Conclusion

The study of BEM has been for many Catholics 
an enriching experience. Catholics can find in 
BEM much that they can agree with. At the same 
time there are important areas related to baptism, 
eucharist and ministry clearly in need of further 
study within the ecumenical context that the Com­
mission on Faith & Order provides. We rejoice 
in the convergence that has taken place and look 
to further growth toward unity.

For the Catholic Church, the truths of faith 
are not divided from one another. They consti­
tute a unique organic whole. Therefore full agree­
ment on the sacraments is related to agreement 
on the nature of the Church. The sacraments, 
including baptism, receive their full significance 
and efficacy from the comprehensive ecclesial rea­
lity on which they depend and which they mani­
fest. Nor can the goal of the unity of divided 
Christians be reached without agreement on the 
nature of the Church.

BEM is a significant result and contribution 
to the ecumenical movement. It demonstrates 
clearly that serious progress is being made in the 
quest for visible Christian unity.

With this response, the Catholic Church wants 
to encourage Faith & Order to continue its va­
luable work of seeking unity in faith as the basis 
for visible unity. We recommit ourselves to this 
process with other churches and ecclesial com­
munities in that serious task to which Christ calls 
all of us.
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