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Preface
Unity in the truth, the elimination of divisive 

differences, and thus the achievement of church 
fellowship — these have been and are the main 
concerns in the dialogue initiated in 1967 between 
the Lutheran World Federation and the Roman 
Catholic Church.

With the publication of the Malta Report "The 
Gospel and the Church” in 1972, a first round of 
discussions was completed. This established an 
extensive consensus in the interpretation of justi­
fication and also a convergence of view in the 
controversial question of the relationship between 
Scripture and Tradition.

With a view to settling problems which it had 
been impossible to deal with adequately in the 
Malta Report, a new stage of the dialogue was 
launched. In 1978, the Roman Catholic/Lutheran 
Joint Commission was able to adopt the state­
ment on The Eucharist in which serious dif­
ferences were eliminated and a common witness 
formulated in fundamental questions. In 1981, 
the document The Ministry in the Church was 
published which shows convergences and agree­
ments in the understanding of the common priest­
hood, the ordained ministry, ordination, and the 
apostolic succession.

A year earlier, in 1980, there had been the com­
mon statement on the Confessio Augustana - the 
basic confession of all Lutheran churches. On 
the basis of an evaluation of careful studies, the 
Commission was able to affirm that we are “all 
under one Christ”. For it was not only the declar­
ed intention of the Augsburg Confession of 1530 
to remain in accord with the faith of the Early 
Church and the Roman Church: its statements in 
great measure realize this intention. The “newly 
discovered agreement in central Christian truths” 
gave “good ground for the hope that in the light 
of this basic consensus answers will also be forth­
coming to the still unsettled questions and pro­
blems, answers which will achieve the degree of 
unanimity required if our churches are to make 
a decisive advance from their present state of 
division to that of sister churches” (All Under 
One Christ, 25).

In 1983, the 500th anniversary of the birth of 
Martin Luther provided the opportunity for a 

joint statement “Martin Luther - Witness to Jesus 
Christ”.

The documents and statements just mentioned 
served indirectly the goal of church fellowship. 
The latter was dealt with directly and explicitly 
in a document, Ways to Community, published in 
1980. “Christian Unity is a blessing of the Triune 
God, a work which he accomplishes, by means he 
chooses, in ways he determines” (Ways to Com­
munity, 8). These considerations proceed from 
the unity already given in Christ, focus attention 
on the barriers which still remain and point out 
what is already now possible and necessary; they 
encourage us to take those steps together which 
can bring us nearer to the goal.

Finally, in 1984 the Commission completed its 
work on a document on which it had worked for 
many years: Facing Unity - Models, Forms and 
Phases of Catholic-Lutheran Church Fellowship. 
This document strives for clarity regarding the 
nature of church unity and a concept of that goal 
which implies neither absorption nor return, but 
rather a structured fellowship of churches. The 
prerequisite is community in confessing the one 
faith and in sacramental life. A solution must 
be found for still existing divisive differences. 
The dialogue documents require to be examined, 
perhaps corrected and supplemented, and finally 
given authority in the churches. This is a con­
dition for complete church fellowship in word, 
sacrament and ministry. The document present­
ed here seeks to outline step by step how such 
church fellowship could become a reality. The 
Commission is conscious that the latter part of 
its considerations, in particular, is venturesome 
and provisional in character. We have always to 
remain open for God's ways and dispensations. 
All our reflections are, in the end, “a prayer to 
the Lord who knows ways which surpass our 
vision and are beyond our power”, as the do­
cument says in conclusion.
Rome, 3rd March 1984.

Hans L. Martensen
Bishop of Copenhagen (Denmark)

George A. Lindbeck
Professor, Yale University (USA) 

co-chairmen



Introduction

1. The full realization of unity given in Christ 
and promised by him calls for concrete forms 
of ecclesial life in common. Of what sort could 
and should these be? What is their relation­
ship to our present ecclesial realities? What chal­
lenges are connected with this? What concrete 
steps have to be taken? We pose these questions 
by considering in Part I the key term “models 
of unity”, and in the light of our substantially 
common understanding of the nature of unity 
we examine the forms or models of church unity 
found in the history of the church, particularly 
the recent ecumenical discussions. In Part II we 
deal specifically with the relationship between the 
Roman Catholic Church and the Lutheran chur­
ches and with the question of forms and phases 
of Catholic-Lutheran church fellowship.

Part I
Concept of Unity and Models of Union

2. For us “models of union” are not arbitrary 
constructions. We see in them realizable forms 
of the fundamental understanding of unity de­
scribed in our document Ways to Community 
(Roman Catholic/Lutheran Joint Commission, Ge­
neva 1981).

3. The unity of the church given in Christ and 
rooted in the Triune God is realized in our unity 
in the proclaimed word, the sacraments and the 
ministry instituted by God and conferred through 
ordination. It is lived both in the unity of the 
faith to which we jointly witness, and which to­
gether we confess and teach, and in the unity of 
hope and love which leads us to unite in fully 
committed fellowship. Unity needs a visible out­
ward form which is able to encompass the ele­
ment of inner differentiation and spiritual di­
versity as well as the element of historical change 
and development. This is the unity of a fellow­
ship which covers all times and places and is 
summoned to witness and serve the world.1 

4. It is our conviction  that in its essential  aspects 
this  view  of unity  corresponds  with  the formulation 
adopted  by the Third Assembly  of the World Council 
of Churches  at New Delhi  in 1961: “We believe  that 
the unity  which  is both  God’s will  and his gift  to his 
Church  is being  made visible as all in each  place who  are  baptized  into  Jesus Christ and  confess him  as  Lord  and  Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit  into one  fully committed  fellowship , 
holding  the  one  apostolic faith , preaching  the one Gospel , breaking  the one bread , joining  in common 
prayer , and  having  a corporate  life  reaching  out  in 
witness

and service to all and who at the same time are 
united with the whole Christian fellowship in all 
places and all ages in such wise that ministry and 
members are accepted by all, and that all can act 
and speak together as occasion requires for the 
tasks to which God calls his people”.2

a) The Church as Fellowship

5. The one church of Jesus Christ assumes 
concrete form in local churches which participate 
in the diversity of historical, cultural and racial 
situations in which the people live to whom the 
gospel is proclaimed in word and sacrament. The 
church is therefore a communion (communio) 
subsisting in a network of local churches. “This 
Church of Christ is truly present in all legitimate 
local congregations of the faithful which, united 
with their pastors, are themselves called churches 
in the New Testament. For in their own locality 
these are the new people called by God, in the 
Holy Spirit and in much fullness (cf. 1 Th 1:5). 
In them the faithful are gathered together by the 
preaching of the gospel of Christ, and the mystery 
of the Lord’s Supper is celebrated... In these 
communities, though frequently small and poor, 
or living far from any other, Christ is present. 
By virtue of Him the one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic Church gathers together”.3

6. This view of church unity as communion 
(communio) goes back to the early days of Chris­
tianity. It is determinative for the Early Church 
as well as for the life and ecclesiology of the 
Orthodox churches. In recent times it has been 
particularly stressed in Catholic ecclesiology. 
Part of the fundamental stress of the Second Va­
tican Council is that the one church exists in and 
consists of particular churches.4 “By divine Pro­
vidence it has come about that various churches 
established in diverse places by the apostles and 
their successors have in the course of time 
coalesced into several groups, organically united, 
which, preserving the unity of faith and the uni­
que divine constitution of the universal Church, 
enjoy their own discipline, their own liturgical 
usage, and their own theological and spiritual he­
ritage... This variety of local churches with one 
common aspiration is particularly splendid evi­
dence of the catholicity of the undivided Church”.5 
This view is regarded as both giving rise to and 
determining the re-establishment of unity. “The 
deepening... of an ecclesiology of communion is... 
perhaps the greatest possibility for tomorrow’s 
ecumenism... So far as the reintegration of the 
Churches into unity is concerned, we have to fol­
low the line of this ecclesiology, which... is both 
very ancient and yet very modern”.6

7. This view of the church and of ecclesial 
unity is also in accord with Lutheran ecclesio­
logy.7     The   local   communities   gathered  around  word 



and sacrament  do not  remain isolated as  visible
 

forms
 of  the  church  of  Jesus  Christ , but  rather

 
live

 
in such 

large  and organically  united communities
 

as
 

regional
 churches, national  churches, folk churches, etc. The

 worldwide  Lutheran  community , which  has
 

the
 Lutheran  World  Federation  as

 
an  instrument , is

 made  up  of  churches
 

that
 

are
 

bound  together
 

by  a
 common  un ­ derstanding  of

 
the

 
gospel

 
and  by 

participation in the sacraments which that includes.

b)
 
Models

 
of

 
partial

 
union

8. On the
 

basis
 

of
 

our
 

understanding  of
 

the
 

nature

 
of

 
unity , those

 
models

 
appear

 
inadequate

 
which  are

 
determined  only by concepts

 
of

 
church  unity which 

are
 

only  partial . In the
 

opinion  of
 

some , however , 
they  can  play  an  important

 
tran ­ sitional

 

role

 

in 
certain  situations

 
if

 
they  are

 
un­ derstood  either

 

as

 

“
steps”

 
on the

 
way to unity or

 

as

 

“partial”

 

expressions

 
of

 
unity ;

 
moreover , they  can also  draw

 

attention  to 
important

 
com­ ponents of unity.

9. (1)

 

For

 

instance, one

 

can wish to achieve

 

mere

 

"spiritual ”

 

unity

 

by  deliberately  dispensing  with 
common ecclesial

 

structures

 

and visible

 

organization. 
Since

 

the

 

visible

 

manifestations

 

of

 

unity—understood 
as

 

an essentially  spiritual , inward  possession —are

 

not

 

expected  until

 

the

 

end  of

 

time , external

 

features

 

and structure

 

are

 

con­ sidered not

 

only superfluous

 

but

 

even as

 

false

 

and harmful . Although  such a

 

posture

 

may  well

 

remind  us

 

of

 

the

 

essential

 

and  irrevocable

 

spi ­ ritual

 

dimension  of

 

all

 

ecumenical

 

efforts ,8

 

and 
also  of

 

the

 

provisional

 

nature

 

of

 

our

 

expressions

 

of

 

church  unity , it

 

nevertheless

 

fails

 

to see

 

the

 

essential

 

visible

 

character

 

of

 

the

 

church and of

 

its

 

unity to such 
an extent

 

that

 

it

 

cannot

 

be

 

con­ sidered as a valid model 
of unity.

10 . (2)

 

This

 

also  applies

 

when  the

 

unity  of

 

the

 

church is

 

expressed in the

 

form

 

of

 

a

 

mere

 

fellow-

 

ship-
in-dialogue ,

 

where

 

formerly  separate

 

communities , 
delimited  and mutually  condemnatory , en­ gaged in 
lively  questioning  of

 

each  other , in  listening  and 
speaking . Although  dialogue

 

is

 

an essential

 

phase

 

in 
efforts

 

toward  church  unity , and  although  the

 

dialogue

 

momentum

 

must

 

not

 

disappear

 

even  in a

 

united  church , a

 

mere

 

fellowship - in-dialogue

 

falls

 

short

 

of

 

being a

 

full

 

expression of church unity. 11

       

11. (3) Furthermore a form of union which 
understands  itself essentially  as

 

fellowship -of-
action  takes seriously  the element of common
service  that  is indispensable  for  a Christian 
con cept  of  unity , but  at  the  same  time   (
measured by the understanding  of unity in no. 
3 above), lacks certain  essential  elements  that 
do  not  permit  it  to  be  seen  as  a fully  valid 
model of unity. This is true not only of ad-hoc 

     fellowship -of-action , but
 

also  of
 

such  structured 
church  unions  as  Christian  “councils ”

 
or

 
“study 

groups ”, and  church  “federations ”
 

or
 

“alliances ”, 
whose  purpose

 
is

 
primarily  to  facilitate

 
practical

 cooperation.

12. (4)
 

The
 

practice
 

of
 

intercommunion
 

or
 

the
 proffering of

 
eucharistic

 
hospitality between di­

vided churches
 
must

 
also be

 
seen as

 
only a

 
partial

 way of
 

expressing unity. The
 

ecumenical
 

and 
pastoral

 
value

 
of

 
intercommunion or

 
eucharistic

 hospitality is
 

assessed differently. Some
 

people
 see

 
in them

 
a
 

step on the
 

way to unity, others
 regard them

 
as

 
a
 

problematical
 

attempt
 

to realize
 unity. But

 
it

 
is

 
clear

 
to all

 
that, at

 
the

 
very most, 

we
 

are
 

here
 

concerned with a
 

provisional
 

ex­
pression of

 
unity that

 
will

 
be

 
endangered time

 and time
 

again, and that
 

it
 

is
 

essential
 

to go 
further.

c)
 
Models

 
of

 
comprehensive

 
union

13. In recent
 

ecumenical
 

discussions
 

a
 

series
 of

 
models

 
of

 
union has

 
been developed and partly 

practised in the
 

life
 

of
 

the
 

churches. These
 

mo­
dels

 
correspond more

 
closely to our

 
understand­

ing of
 

unity than the
 

ones
 

mentioned above. They 
go beyond partial

 
aspects

 
and bring the

 
whole

 of
 

unity into view. Endeavours
 

to give
 

concrete
 shape

 
to Catholic-Lutheran church fellowship can­

not
 

ignore
 

such discussion and experiences;
 

they 
are

 
fulfilled in the

 
framework of

 
these

 
discus­

sions, codetermined by them
 

and can receive
 

from
 them

 
important

 
directives

 
and impulses. Below

 we
 

describe
 

and briefly analyse
 

the
 

most
 

impor­
tant

 
and best

 
known of

 
these

 
models. The

 
order

 in which they are
 

here
 

treated follows
 

an histo­
rical rather than systematic sequence.

14. A
 

description of
 

these
 

models
 

must
 

allow
 for

 
a
 

particular
 

difficulty. Although individual
 models

 
can be

 
clearly distinguished from

 
each 

other
 

or
 

can be
 

related to each other, there
 

is
 often considerable

 
confusion on the

 
level

 
of

 
ter­

minology. This
 

confusion is
 

partly because
 

in 
some

 
cases

 
a
 

different
 

meaning may be
 

given to 
the

 
model

 
than is

 
inherent

 
in it. This

 
can be

 
noted, 

for
 
example, in the

 
case

 
of

 
the

 
model

 
of

 
“conciliar

 fellowship”
 

and the
 

model
 

of
 

“church fellowship”. 
Therefore, when giving a

 
detailed account

 
of

 
each 

particular
 

model
 

one
 

should seek to avoid pri­
vate

 
interpretations. One

 
should always

 
refer

 
to 

those
 

texts
 

which may be
 

regarded as
 

the
 

most
 

original, representative or official in character 
(for example, reports of the Commission on Faith 
and Order of the World Council of Churches, the 
Conference of Secretaries of Christian World 
Communions, the Assemblies of the World Coun­
cil of Churches, or individual Christian World 
Communions).



15. The terminological confusion, however, 
has sometimes found its way even into these more 
representative texts - for example, concepts of 
“organic union” or “organic unity” and “corporate 
fellowship”. In each particular instance one 
should explain how the same concept can refer 
to differing realities. It helps to clarify the situa­
tion and the concepts if a sketch—at least in out­
line—is given of the motivation and context which 
have contributed to the development of a model.

1. Organic Union
16. The concept “organic union” or “organic 

unity” is one of the oldest ecumenical concepts, 
and it can refer either to a specific understanding 
of unity or to a particular model of union. The 
concept which refers to the unity of the church 
as the “body of Christ” was taken over by the 
church union movements at the beginning of the 
century in order to describe their ecumenical goal. 
In the course of time it received a specific mean­
ing that it had not had originally and, as far as 
many are concerned, still does not yet have (see 
also nos. 19-22 below).

17. According to this specific meaning—which 
has become increasingly common in the termi­
nology of the Faith and Order movement and 
then in the World Council of Churches—the mo­
del of “organic union” reflects a thinking which 
regards the existence of different confessional 
churches as a decisive obstacle to attaining true 
Christian unity and therefore takes the view that 
unity can be realized only by surrendering tradi­
tional ecclesial and confessional allegiance and 
identity. “Organic union”, which generally com­
prises the working out of a common confession 
of faith, agreement about sacraments and mi­
nistry, and a homogeneous organizational struc­
ture, therefore arises out of the union of existing 
churches and ecclesial identities to form a “new 
fellowship with its own new name” and an “iden­
tity of its own”.9 It is “costly” and involves “sur­
render of the denominational identities” through 
merging “to form one body”, “a kind of death” 
of the denominations which existed before; but it 
is nevertheless regarded as the way “to receive 
a fuller life”.10        

18. The use of this model of “organic union” 
has hitherto been concentrated mainly on the lo­
cal, national and regional levels.

2. Corporate Union

19. Like  the concept  of “organic  union ” or “organic 
unity ”, the  concept  of “corporate  union ” has  a long 
history. In addition, both concepts  seem to have been 
at  first  identical  in  content  and therefore 
interchangeable ,11 and indeed many today still regard 
them  as  such. At  any rate, one must take care to note

    that  “corporate ”  or  “organic ”
 

unity  or
 

union  do not
 mean  here  the  same  thing  as

 
the

 
concept

 
of

 
“organic

 union ”  in the  sense
 

just
 

described  (cf. nos . 16-18 
above ). The  danger

 
here

 
of

 
terminological

 
confusion 

and factual misunderstanding is particularly great.

20. The
 

concept
 

“corporate
 

union”
 

and the
 corresponding concept

 
“organic

 
union”

 
confront

 us, inter
 

alia, in Catholic
 
theologians

 
and the

 
An­

glican-Catholic
 

dialogue. There
 

they precisely do 
not

 
mean realizing unity by surrendering existing 

ecclesial
 

tradition. Rather, different
 

church com­
munities

 
form

 
in “corporate

 
union”—on the

 
basis

 of
 

an essential
 

consensus
 

on questions
 

of
 

faith 
and a

 
joint

 
episcopal

 
constitution as

 
in the

 
Early 

Church—a
 

fellowship of
 

faith and life
 

in which 
they as

 
relatively independent

 
corporate

 
members

 retain a
 

permanent
 

place. They have
 

thereby the
 possibility and the

 
duty of

 
preserving what

 
in 

view
 

of
 

the
 

apostolic
 

witness
 

they consider
 

to be
 of

 
permanent

 
value

 
in their

 
theology and piety 

placing it
 

in the
 

service
 

of
 

the
 

fellowship as
 

a
 whole.

21. A
 

merger
 

or
 

mutual
 

absorption of
 

existing 
ecclesial

 
traditions

 
is

 
rejected because

 
“every 

church fellowship would lose
 

its
 

character
 

in a
 fusion of

 
this

 
kind”.12

 
“Corporate

 
union”

 
is

 
the­

refore
 
“union in diversity”13

 
or, as

 
is

 
said, a

 
unity 

of
 

churches
 

“which remain churches
 

and never­
theless become one church”.14

22. This
 

model
 

of
 

“corporate
 

union”
 

has
 

now
 become

 
the

 
declared aim

 
of

 
the

 
Anglican-Catholic

 dialogue, though with the
 

label
 

“organic
 

unity”.15
 In this

 
sense

 
Paul

 
VI, in an address

 
on the

 
oc­

casion of
 

the
 

visit
 

of
 

the
 

Archbishop of
 

Canter­
bury and referring to the

 
Anglican-Catholic

 
con­

versations
 
at

 
Malines, said, “The

 
pace

 
of

 
this

 
mo­

vement
 

(Anglican-Catholic
 

rapprochement)
 

has
 quickened marvellously in recent

 
years, so that

 these
 

words
 

of
 

hope
 

"The
 

Anglican Church united 
not absorbed" are no longer a mere dream”.16

3. Church Fellowship Through Agreement
 (Concord)

23. A
 
model

 
of

 
union has

 
been developed and 

become
 

operative
 

among the
 

Lutheran, Reform­
ed and United churches

 
in Europe

 
which is

 
de­

scribed as
 

“church fellowship”. Substantially it
 is

 
based on a

 
doctrinal

 
agreement

 
(the

 
“Leuen-

 berg Agreement”, 1973)
 

jointly drawn up and ra­
tified by these churches.

24. In this
 

context
 

church fellowship means:
 “On the

 
basis

 
of

 
the

 
consensus

 
they have

 
reached 

in their
 

understanding of
 

the
 

gospel”
 

and on the
 basis

 
of

 
having determined that

 
“the

 
doctrinal

 condemnations
 

expressed in the
 

confessional
 

do­
cuments no longer  apply to the  contemporary doctrin-



al  position  of  the  assenting  churches ”, the  various
 churches  accord each other  “fellowship in Word and 

sacrament ”  (“table  and pulpit  fellowship ”)
 

and also 
fellowship  in  the  ecclesial  ministry  (“ mutual

 recognition  of  ordination and the  freedom
 

to provide
 for  intercelebration ”).17  The  doctrinal

 
agreement

 
here

 involved does  not  imply a “new confession of faith”.18
 Rather , the  church  fellowship  made possible by this agreement  is  a  fellowship  among  “churches with 

different  confessional positions ” in  continuing  “
loyalty  to the  confessions of faith which bind them, 
or  with due respect for their traditions”.19

25. Although such a
 

church fellowship under­
stands

 
itself

 
as

 
the

 
realization of

 
church unity in 

the
 

full
 

sense, it
 

does
 

not
 

consider
 

itself
 

as
 

so­
mething sealed and static. Rather, it

 
contains

 
a
 dynamic

 
element

 
in as

 
much as

 
the

 
churches

 constituting the
 

fellowship pledge
 

themselves
 

to 
“strive

 
for

 
the

 
fullest

 
possible

 
cooperation in wit­

ness
 

and service
 

to the
 

world”.20

 
Furthermore, 

this
 

orientation towards
 

a
 

continual
 

confirmation 
and deepening of

 
the

 
fellowship is

 
expressed in 

the
 

fact
 

that
 

the
 

churches
 

“pledge
 

themselves
 

to 
their common doctrinal discussions”.21

26. Although this
 

model
 

of
 

a
 

church fellow­
ship through agreement

 
(concord)

 
was

 
first

 
de­

veloped and practised in the
 

context
 

of
 

the
 

Lu­
theran, Reformed and United churches

 
in Europe, 

it
 

is
 

fundamentally open and applicable
 

also to 
other

 
churches

 
and other

 
geographical

 
regions. 

Indeed it is no longer limited to Europe.

4. Conciliar Fellowship

27. By taking up and purposely elaborating 
the

 
statements

 
made

 
at

 
New

 
Delhi

 
and Uppsala, 

the
 

Commission on Faith and Order
 

developed 
the

 
concept

 
of

 
“conciliar

 
fellowship”

 
which was

 received by the
 

WCC
 

Assembly in Nairobi, 1975. 
Although “conciliar

 
fellowship”

 
can also “refer

 to a
 

quality of
 

life
 

within each local
 

church”,22

 in the
 

true
 

sense
 

this
 

concept
 

denotes
 

a
 

detailed 
model of union.

28. This
 

“conciliar
 

fellowship”
 

model
 

finds
 

its
 application not

 
so much at

 
the

 
level

 
of

 
the

 
local

 churches
 

but
 

“in the
 

first
 

place
 

it
 

expresses
 

the
 unity of

 
church separated by distance, culture

 
and 

time”.23

 
It

 
intends

 
to be, therefore, a

 
model

 
of

 union on a
 

wider
 

level, ultimately on the
 

level
 of

 
the

 
universal

 
church. The

 
definition says:

 
“The

 one
 

Church is
 

to be
 

envisioned as
 

a
 

conciliar
 fellowship of

 
local

 
churches

 
which are

 
themselves

 truly united”.24

 
29 . In this  “conciliar  fellowship ” the  various  local 
churches  “recognize  the  others  as belonging  to the 
same  Church  of Christ ”, confess  the same apostolic 
faith,  have  full communion  with one another in bap-

 tism  and  eucharist , recognize  each  other 's
 

members
 and ministries, and are  one  in witness

 
and service

 
in 

and before  the  world . The  structural
 

bond  necessary 
for  the  “conciliar  fellowship”

 
is

 
provided primarily by 

“ conciliar  gatherings ”, 25

 
i .e .,  by  means

 
of

 
“

representative  gatherings ”. 26
 Both  Catholics and 

Orthodox  stress  
 

thereby  that “conciliar fellowship ” necessarily encompasses also the ministry transmitted 
in apostolic succession.

30. “Conciliar
 

fellowship”
 

does
 

not
 

mean a
 monolithic

 
unity,27

 
but

 
rather

 
a
 

“diversity”
 

which 
must

 
“not

 
only be

 
admitted but

 
actively desired”.28

 For
 
a
 
long time

 
it

 
was

 
not

 
at

 
all

 
clear

 
what

 
place

 amid these
 

diversities
 

would be
 

accorded the
 

in­
dividual

 
church or

 
confessional

 
traditions, espe­

cially since
 
the

 
“conciliar

 
fellowship”

 
model

 
seem­

ed to be
 

very closely connected with the
 

model
 of

 
“organic

 
union”

 
(see

 
nos. 16-18 above).29

 
In­

deed, it
 

seemed to presuppose
 

“organic
 

union”.30

 In the
 

meantime
 

these
 

considerations
 

have
 

been 
further

 
developed by the

 
Commission on Faith 

and Order31

 
and also by other

 
bodies32

 
in such 

a
 

way that
 

confessional
 

traditions
 

can undoubt­
edly retain an identifiable

 
life

 
in this

 
“conciliar

 fellowship”, provided that
 

this
 

will
 

not
 

call
 

into 
question the

 
basic

 
elements

 
of

 
“conciliar

 
fellow­

ship”.

5. Unity in Reconciled Diversity

31. There
 

have
 

always
 

been tendencies
 

within 
the

 
ecumenical

 
movement

 
that

 
aimed at

 
an ecu­

menical
 

fellowship in which the
 

existing ecclesial
 traditions

 
with their

 
particularity and diversity 

would remain in integrity and authenticity. The
 described models

 
of

 
“corporate

 
union”

 
(see

 
nos. 

19-22 above)
 

and of
 

“church fellowship by means
 of

 
agreement”

 
(see

 
nos. 23-26 above)

 
are

 
examples

 of this.

32. In this
 

sense, and against
 

the
 

background 
of

 
intensified ecumenical

 
commitment

 
on the

 
part

 of
 

the
 

churches
 

and Christian World Commun­
ions, the

 
model

 
of

 
“unity in reconciled diversity”

 has
 

recently been developed.33

 
It

 
is

 
based on the

 idea
 

that
 

“the
 

variety of
 

denominational
 

heritages
 (is)

 
legitimate”

 
and forms

 
part

 
of

 
“the

 
richness

 of
 
life

 
in the

 
church universal. When “in the

 
open 

encounter
 

with other
 

heritages”
 

the
 

existing tradi­
tions

 
and denominations

 
lose

 
their

 
“exclusive”

 and “divisive
 

character, there
 

emerges
 

a
 

vision 
of

 
unity that

 
has

 
the

 
character

 
of

 
a
 

'reconciled 
diversity" ”.34

33. The
 

idea
 

of
 

“unity in reconciled diversity”
 means

 
that

 
“expression would be

 
given to the

 abiding value
 

of
 

the
 

confessional
 

forms
 

of
 

the
 Christian faith in all

 
their

 
variety”

 
and that

 
these

 diversities, “when related to the
 

central
 

message
 of

 
salvation and Christian faith”

 
and when they 



“ring out, (are) transformed and renewed” in the 
process of ecumenical encounter and theological 
dialogue, they “lose their divisive character and 
are reconciled to each other... into a binding ecu­
menical fellowship in which even the confessional 
elements” are preserved.35 Unity in “reconciled 
diversity” therefore does not mean “mere coexist­
ence”. It means “genuine church fellowship, in­
cluding as essential elements the recognition of 
baptism, the establishing of eucharistic fellow­
ship, the mutual recognition of church ministries, 
and a binding common purpose of witness and 
service”.36

34. The model of “unity in reconciled di­
versity” comes “very close to the concept of 'con­
ciliar fellowship’... and cannot be put forward 
as a rival to this concept”. The tension felt oc­
casionally in the beginning vis-a-vis the model of 
“conciliar fellowship—“that the latter seems to 
take insufficiently into account the legitimacy of 
the confessional differences and therefore the 
need to preserve them”,37—seems to have been 
largely overcome in the meantime.38

d) The example of the union of Florence

35. For possible church union without merger 
or absorption, the example of Florence is im­
portant.

36. The union between the Latin and Byzan­
tine churches formed at the Council of Florence 
did not represent a merger. Without prejudicing 
the unity of faith basic to the fellowship, each 
church preserved its own liturgical, canonical and 
theological tradition. This common faith could 
be expressed in various formulations (for exam­
ple, as regards the “procession” of the Holy 
Spirit) and tolerate diversities of discipline (for 
example the toleration of remarriage of divorced 
Christians of the Greek but not of the Latin rites, 
a differentiation still operative at Trent).

37. Even through this attempt failed, impulses 
from Florence did not remain without effect. It 
is due to them that the Roman Catholic Church 
can no longer be identified by its Latinism. Fol­
lowing Vatican II, however, the model of sister 
churches applies, a model that is inspired by the 
relationships that existed during the first mil­
lennium.39.

38. Moreover, several statements made by Va­
tican  II about  the united  Eastern  churches  are  of 
great  importance  in  the  search  for  a model  of 
unity  in diversity . There  we read: “That  Church , 
Holy  and  Catholic , which  is  the  Mystical  
Body of Christ, is made up of the faithful who are 
organically  united  in the Holy  Spirit  through  the 
same faith, the same sacraments, and the same go-

 vernment  and who, combining  into  various
 

groups
 held together  by a  hierarchy, form  separate

 
Churches

 or  rites”.40  “Such individual  Churches, whether
 

of
 

the
 East  or  of  the  West ...  differ somewhat among 

themselves  in what  are  called rites (that is, in liturgy, 
ecclesiastical  disci­ pline and spiritual heritage )...”.41

 
   

“Therefore, attention should everywhere be given to 
the  preservation  and  growth  of each  individual Church . For this purpose , parishes and  a special hierarchy  should  be established  for each  where the spiritual  good  of the faithful so  demands . The Ordinaries  of the various individual Churches which 
have  jurisdiction  in the same territory should, by ta­
king common  counsel  in regular  meetings , strive  to 
promote unity of action”.42

39. Vatican II, therefore, does
 

not
 

call
 

for
 

a
 single

 
jurisdiction or

 
a
 

single
 

bishop in each par­
ticular

 
case. Moreover, the

 
Council

 
considers

 
it

 to be
 

legitimate
 

for
 

the
 

church of
 

one
 

particular
 rite, i.e., a

 
church with its

 
own spiritual, theo­

logical
 
and canonical

 
tradition, to reach out

 
every­

where, even beyond its
 

original
 

geographical
 

li­
mits. Admittedly, it

 
is

 
a
 

question here
 

of
 

pro­
visional

 
measures

 
in the

 
expectation of

 
the

 
re­

storation of
 

unity between the
 

Roman Catholic
 Church and the

 
Eastern churches

 
which are

 
not

 yet in full fellowship with it.43
 

40. The
 

example
 

of
 

Florence
 

shows
 

that
 

it
 

is
 possible

 
for

 
the

 
Roman Catholic

 
Church to unite

 with another
 

church without
 

merger
 

if
 

that
 church confesses

 
the

 
same

 
faith and if

 
the

 
mutual

 recognition of
 

ministries
 

can be
 

achieved. For
 this example shows

— the
 
possibility, at

 
least

 
temporarily, of

 
the

 
pre­

sence of two bishops at the same place and
— the

 
justification of

 
different

 
theological, ca­

nonical and spiritual traditions carried by 
these different episcopal jurisdictions.

e) Fellowship of sister Churches

41. Without being able to refer to them as 
“models” of union in the strict sense, two con­
cepts merit particular attention, which have prov­
ed to be important and useful in endeavours to 
conceive of and practise models of union. Both 
concepts, each in its own way, express and under­
score the idea of unity in diversity as emphasized 
particularly by some of the models of union des­
cribed above (“corporate union”, see nos. 19-22 
above; “church fellowship through agreement”, 
see nos. 23-26 above).

1. Ecclesial “Types”
42. The view was taken repeatedly in the past 

that the ecumenical problem derives from the fact 
that, ever  since  the  early days, distinct  basic  types and  



archetypes  of  the  faith have  existed within Christianity
;  these  types , though  fundamentally  interconnected , 
differ  distinctively  from  each  other

 
with  regard  to 

specific  characteristics  of  piety , doctrine , ethos , 
ecclesial  structures , etc. and manifest

 
themselves , to 

some  extent , in  the  existing  churches . The
 ecumenical  task , then , would  not

 
consist

 
of

 eliminating  these  different  basic
 

types
 

or
 

of
 

merging 
them, but  rather  of  making visible

 
their

 
legitimacy and 

of  preserving  and  keeping  them
 

together
 

in  the
 fellowship of  the one church for which we strive.

43. The
 

view
 

that
 

within Christianity there
 exist

 
different

 
ecclesial

 
types

 
(typoi)

 
has

 
also been 

presented in more
 
recent

 
times. The

 
terms

 
“typos”, 

for
 

example, has
 

been defined as
 

follows:
 

“Where
 there

 
is

 
a
 

long coherent
 

tradition, commanding 
men’s

 
love

 
and loyalty, creating and sustaining 

a
 

harmonious
 

and organic
 

whole
 

of
 

comple­
mentary elements, each of

 
which supports

 
and 

strengthens
 

the
 

other, you have
 

the
 

reality of
 

a
 typos”. The

 
elements

 
that

 
constitute

 
each ec­

clesial
 

“typos”
 

are
 

a
 

“characteristic
 

theological
 method and approach”, “a

 
characteristic

 
liturgical

 expression”, a
 

specific
 

“spiritual
 

and devotional
 tradition”, a

 
“characteristic

 
canonical

 
discipline”. 

“The
 

life
 

of
 

the
 

Church needs
 

a
 

variety of
 

typoi
 which would manifest

 
the

 
full

 
catholic

 
and 

apostolic character of the one and holy Church”.44

2. Sister Churches

44. Recently the
 

concept
 

of
 

“sister
 

churches”
 has

 
become

 
even more

 
important. As

 
an ex­

pression of
 

the
 

fellowship between individual
 local

 
churches

 
it

 
has

 
a
 

long tradition that
 

goes
 right

 
back to the

 
Early Church and was

 
used in 

this
 

sense
 

by the
 

Second Vatican Council.45

 
For

 some
 

time
 

this
 

concept
 

has
 

also been used to 
describe

 
fellowship that

 
has

 
been regained or

 aspired to between separated churches, especially 
in the

 
ecumenical

 
relations

 
between the

 
Roman 

Catholic Church and the Orthodox churches.

45. This new usage goes back above all to the
message

 
that

 
Pope

 
Paul

 
VI

 
sent

 
to the

 
Ecume­

nical
 

Patriarch Athenagoras
 

I. It
 

reads
 

as
 

fol­
lows:

 
“Now, after

 
a
 

long period of
 

division and 
reciprocal

 
incomprehension the

 
Lord grants

 
us

 that
 

we
 

rediscover
 

ourselves
 

as
 

sister
 

churches
 despite

 
the

 
obstacles

 
which were

 
then raised bet­

ween us. In the
 

light
 

of
 

Christ, we
 

see
 

how
 urgent

 
is

 
the

 
necessity of

 
surmounting these

 obstacles
 

in order
 

to succeed in bringing to its
 fullness

 
and perfection that

 
unity—already so 

rich—which exists
 

between us”. This
 

fellowship 
between “sister

 
churches”

 
is

 
a
 

fellowship in di­
versity. “It

 
is

 
a
 
matter

 
of

 
knowing and of

 
respect­

ing each other
 

in the
 

legitimate
 

diversity of
 

li­
turgical, spiritual, disciplinary and theological

traditions (cf. council’s Decree on Ecumenism, 
nos. 14 and 17) by means of a frank theological 
dialogue, made possible by the re-establishment 
of brotherly charity in order to attain accord in 
the sincere confession of all revealed truths”.46

Part II

Forms and Phases 
of Catholic-Lutheran Fellowship

On the way to church fellowship

46. All the models of union described above 
undoubtedly contain valuable pointers for shap­
ing Catholic-Lutheran church fellowship. Never­
theless, none of these models was worked out in 
a specifically Catholic-Lutheran context. One 
must therefore ask whether, in envisioning a 
promising form of Catholic-Lutheran fellowship, 
one should not consider more closely the parti­
cularities of that relationship. One should by no 
means assume, however, that there exists one 
single model which can lead us to fellowship.

47. What is significant and useful in the fore­
going description and analysis of the various mo­
dels of union for the shaping of the Catholic- 
Lutheran fellowship is: The unity we seek will 
be a unity in diversity. Particularities developed 
within the two traditions will not merely be fus­
ed, nor their differences completely given up.

This is underscored by the models of “unity 
in reconciled diversity”, “corporate union”, 
“church fellowship through agreement” as well 
as by the concepts of “typos” and “sister 
churches”.

What is really at stake is that a theologically 
based agreement of the type that already exists 
in the Catholic-Lutheran dialogue should work 
through divergences to the point where they lose 
their church divisive character. At the same time 
it should both clarify and make certain that re­
maining differences are based on a fundamental 
consensus in understanding the apostolic faith 
and therefore are legitimate.

This aspect is particularly stressed by the 
models of “unity in reconciled diversity” and 
“church fellowship through agreement”.

Once the divergences of both traditions have 
lost their divisive force, they can no longer be 
the subject of mutual condemnation. It should 
be publicly declared that they are now ground­
less.

This is emphasized, above all, by the model of 
“church fellowship through agreement”.



The unity we seek must be rooted in common 
sacramental life.

This is implied by all models, but is particu- 
cularly implicit in the understanding of unity 
as communio.

The unity we seek must assume concrete form 
in suitable structures that would enable our 
hitherto separated communities to lead a truly 
common life and to make joint action possible 
both at the level of the local churches and at the 
universal level.

This is stressed particularly by the models of 
“organic union” and “conciliar fellowship”.

In our endeavours to find the appropriate 
structures needed for full and binding fellowship 
we shall have to face up to the question of jointly 
exercising the ministry of church leadership, 
present in the office of bishop in the Early Church.

This is one of the presuppositions of the mo­
del of “corporate union”.

48. Christian reconciliation plays an important 
part in all the forms and phases of the unity we 
seek. We jointly confess that we have been re­
conciled with God through Christ. As we ack­
nowledge this with thanksgiving and praise, we 
must also confess our sins and errors and know 
ourselves to be called to be reconciled with 
others.

The mutual reconciliation which we seek as 
Christians of different churches and which stand 
entirely under the reconciliation that occurred in 
Christ, does not simply eliminate our differences. 
There are differences that stem from error and 
weakness of faith and which cannot therefore be 
overcome without repentance, self-criticism and 
renewal. Here reconciliation has its price. But 
there are also differences between us that derive 
from the fact that the one church of Christ exists 
in various places and that one and the same faith 
can be expressed and lived in different ways. We 
can recognize such differences as legitimate, yes 
even accept them with joy as far as they enable 
us to learn from each other, correct, stimulate 
or enrich us.

This mutual recognition, which can be achiev­
ed step by step, is decisive for the process of 
reconciliation. Reconciliation cannot happen 
without the freedom, given us through Christ's 
reconciliation, from our instinctive fear of the 
other as stranger and our anxious concern for 
our own identity.

Reconciliation is not possible without dialogue 
and constant communication. It is a process of 
discerning the spirits and of searching for steps 
along a pathway known only to God. Reconci­
liation is thus a dynamic process, even where 
church unity exists or has been reestablished.

For as long as sin and conflict remain and as long 
as Christians and churches live in changing times 
and in a diverse world, this process will not be 
completed.

49. The dynamic inherent in the process of 
reconciliation and the realizing of church fellow­
ship unfolds itself more clearly in the efforts for

a) fellowship in confessing the one apostolic 
faith (community of faith);

b) fellowship in sacramental life (community 
in sacraments);

c) fellowship as a structured fellowship in 
which community of faith and community in sa­
craments find adequate ecclesial form and in 
which common life, common decisions and com­
mon action are not only possible; they are requir­
ed (community of service).

During this process of realizing church fellow­
ship there is no sequential or gradational relation­
ship between the achievement of community of 
faith, community in sacraments, and community 
of service. According to our understanding of 
unity (see no. 3 above) the concretization of 
church fellowship rather constitutes an integral 
process in which each of these three elements 
achieves full realization only together with the 
others. This process is characterized by the two 
interrelated aims of “recognition” and “recep­
tion”.47

Growth of church fellowship
THROUGH MUTUAL RECOGNITION AND RECEPTION

50. The stage of full mutual recognition has 
not yet been attained between our churches, 
although it is beginning to reveal itself.

In recent years a broad process of compre­
hension and rapprochement embracing all levels 
of church life has led to the fact that our churches 
see each other in a completely different way than 
before. Likewise, recent decades have seen po­
sitive changes with regard to forms of thought 
and life of our churches which shaped them and 
greatly influenced their relationship with each 
other.

51. True to the spirit of Vatican II (see no. 53 
below), the Roman Catholic Church has changed 
its view vis-a-vis the Lutheran churches. A reas­
sessment both of the common past and of the 
Lutheran heritage has taken place. This is clearly 
expressed by the words of Pope John Paul II on 
the occasion of his visit to the land of Luther 
in 1980.

With regard to the history of our separation 
the Pope said: “ "Let us no more pass iudgement 
on one another' (Rom 14:13). Let us rather recog­
nize our guilt. 'All have sinned' (Rom 3:23) applies 
also with  regard to the  grace  of   unity. We  must see  



 and  say  this  in  all  earnestness  and  draw our 
conclusions  from  it”. “If  we  do not  evade  the  facts

 
we

 realize  that  the  faults  of  men  led  to  the  unhappy 
division of  Christians, and that  our  faults  again hinder

 the  possible  and  necessary  steps  towards
 

unity . I
 emphatically  make  my  own  what

 
my  predecessor

 Hadrian  VI  said in 1523 at  the
 

Diet
 

of
 

Nuremberg :
 

"
Certainly  the  Lord ’s  hand  has

 
not

 
been  shortened  so 

much that  he  cannot  save
 

us, but
 

sin separates
 

us
 

from
 him. ... All  of  us, prelates

 
and  priests , have

 
strayed 

from  the  right
 

path and there
 

is
 

not
 

anyone
 

who does
 good (cf. Ps

 
14:3). Therefore

 
must

 
all

 
render

 
ho­ nour

 
to God and humble

 
ourselves

 
before

 
him. Each of

 

us

 
must

 
consider

 
why  he

 
has

 
fallen  and  judge

 

himself

 
rather

 
than be

 
judged by God on the day of wrath’ ”.

48

On the
 

occasion of
 

Martin Luther’s
 

500th an­
niversary the

 
Pope

 
wrote:

 
“In fact, the

 
scientific

 researches
 

of
 

Evangelical
 

and Catholic
 

scholars, 
researches

 
whose

 
results

 
have

 
already reached 

notable
 

points
 

of
 

convergence, have
 

led to the
 

di-
 lineation of

 
a
 

more
 

complete
 

and more
 

differen­
tiated picture

 
of

 
Luther’s

 
personality and of

 
the

 complex texture
 

of
 

the
 

social, political
 

and ec-
 clesial

 
historical

 
realities

 
of

 
the

 
first

 
half

 
of

 
the

 sixteenth century. Consequently there
 

is
 

clearly 
outlined the

 
deep religious

 
feeling of

 
Luther

 
who 

was
 

driven with burningg passion by the
 

question 
of eternal salvation”.49

Concerning the
 

Catholic-Lutheran dialogue, 
particularly the

 
conversation on the

 
Augsburg 

Confession, the
 

Pope
 

took up the
 

statement
 

of
 the

 
German Catholic

 
bishops:

 
“Let

 
us

 
rejoice

 
to 

discover
 

not
 

only partial
 

consent
 

on some
 

truths, 
but

 
also agreement

 
on the

 
fundamental

 
and cen­

tral
 

truths. That
 

lets
 

us
 

hope
 

for
 

unity also in 
the

 
areas

 
of

 
our

 
faith and our

 
life

 
in which we

 
are

 still divided up to now”.50

52. In the Lutheran  churches , likewise, there  has been 
a profound  change  of attitude  vis-a-vis the

 
Catholic

 Church . With  reference  to  the  plea  for 
forgiveness  of Pope  Paul  VI and  in answer  to it, the

 Fifth  LWF  Assembly  (1970 )  stated :  “It  is  ...  in 
accordance  with this  commandment  of  truth and 
love  that  we  as  Lutheran  Christians  and  con ­
gregations  be prepared to acknowledge that the judgement of the Reformers upon the Roman 
Catholic  Church and its theology was not entirely 
free of polemical distortions, which in part have
been  perpetuated  to the  present  day . We  are  truly
sorry for the offense and misunderstanding which 
these polemic elements have caused our Roman 
Catholic brethren. We remember with gratitude 
the statement of Pope Paul VI to the Second 
Vatican Council in which he communicates his 
plea for forgiveness for any offense caused  by the 
Roman Catholic Church. ... Together with all 
Christians (we) pray for forgiveness in the prayer 
our Lord has taught us”.51

The presence of official Lutheran observers at 
all the sessions of the Second Vatican Council, 
the subsequent beginning of bilateral dialogues 
both at the world level and in many countries, 
closer life together and increased cooperation 
with local Cathofic churches, parishes and Catho­
lic Christians have led Lutherans to a new under­
standing of Catholic piety, church fife and teach­
ing. The Roman Catholic Church is no longer 
regarded as “false church”. Many differences have 
lost their former untamiliarity and divisive rigour 
as far as Lutheran sensitivity is concerned. One 
now encounters a general readiness to abandon 
long-standing negative prejudices and to examine 
doctrinal condemnations pronounced in the past 
to see whetner tney are still valid today. Tnus, 
for example, the papal ottice and its holders ap­
pear in a new lignt that makes former condem­
nations and the nostile images of the past unte- 
naoie. In view ot common theological under­
standings and liturgical developments in both 
cdurcnes, the sharp condemnation of Catholic 
Mass is considered to belong to the past, as is 
shown, tor example, by the decisions of some 
Lutheran churches in favour ot reciprocal eucha- 
nstic hospitality?52

53. The Roman Catholic Church has not only 
changed its attitude vis-a-vis the Lutheran chur­
ches out with Vatican II has also renewed its 
forms ot thought and life.

— Vatican II adopted an understanding of 
church that does not exclusively identity the Ro­
man Catnolic Church with the church of Jesus 
Christ, but also recognizes the church of Jesus 
Christ outside its bounds in other churches and 
ecciesial communities.53

— Attention to the “ 'hierarchy’ of truths”, as 
called tor by the Decree on Ecumenism,

  
54 implies 

that
 

every theological
 

statement
 

must
 

be
 

related 
to the

 
foundation ot

 
the

 
Christian faith. Luthe­

rans have similar concerns.55

— Moreover, in its
 

forms
 

of
 

piety, its
 

liturgi­
cal

 
life

 
(celebration of

 
Mass, for

 
example)

 
and its

 

government
 

(for
 

example
 

by the
 

general
 

develop­
ment

 
of

 
synodal

 
elements

 
at

 
all

 
levels

 
of

 
church 

lite), the
 

Catholic
 

Church is
 

reflecting on its
 

ori­
gins, thereby showing concretely that

 
in each of

 
these

 
areas

 
it

 
understands

 
itself

 
as

 
a
 

church in 
need of “continual reformation”.56

54. A
 

renewal
 

of
 

the
 

forms
 

of
 

theological
 

thinking and ecciesial
 

life
 

is
 

also taking place
 

in 
the Lutheran churches.

— The
 

renewed orientation in the
 

early de­
cades

 
of

 
this

 
century to the

 
Reformation and Re­

formation theology accompanied by a
 

historical
 

examination of
 

developments
 

in the
 

Early Church 
and the

 
Middle

 
Ages

 
has

 
led in recent

 
decades

 
to 

a
 

deepened understanding of
 

church, ecciesial
 

mi­
nistry and worship.



— The sacramental dimension of worship 
preserved during the Reformation but often di­
minished later, is again emphasized without wea­
kening the stress on the word. In many respects 
this emphasis has reshaped the liturgical life of 
the Lutheran churches.

— The normative function of Scripture in the 
life, teaching and proclamation of the church con­
tinues to be maintained; an exclusivistic under­
standing of Scripture, detached from the trans­
mission process and church tradition, seems to 
have been overcome.

— Continuity with the Early Church, which 
was preserved and indeed stressed by the Re­
formers, is again seen more clearly and is creating 
an enhanced awareness of the ecumenicity and 
catholicity of the Lutheran confession.

a) Community of Faith

55. For Catholics and Lutherans alike the com­
mon confession of the one apostolic faith means 
(1) bearing joint witness to this faith, (2) taking 
account of legitimate differences, and (3) over­
coming the obstacles raised by earlier mutual 
condemnations.

1. Joint Witness to the Apostolic Faith
56. For the unity of our churches and espe­

cially for our task of preaching, common witness 
to the apostolic faith is of fundamental impor­
tance. If we apply the principle of the “ 'hier­
archy' of truths”, the christological and trinita­
rian centre or “foundation of the Christian faith” 
is primarily at stake.57 It is from there that the 
full catholicity of the faith is again to be mutually 
comprehended. Such an endeavour will bring 
about shifts of emphasis and changes in the self­
understanding of our churches: overcoming of 
one-sidedness, loosening of constraints, correction 
of certain exaggerations.

57. This process is already under way:
— The starting point is the common affirma­

tion of the faith of the Early Church, formulated 
by the early councils in obedience to Holy Scrip­
ture and witnessed to in the creeds of the Early 
Church (Apostles' Creed, Nicene Creed, Athana- 
sian Creed).58

“Together we confess the faith in the Triune 
God and the saving work of God through Jesus 
Christ in the Holy Spirit... Through all the 
disputes and differences of the 16th century, 
Lutheran and Catholic Christians remained 
one in this central and most important truth 
of the Christian faith”.59

— The process of growth in common witness 
is advanced by a new consensus regarding the 
relationship between Holy Scripture and tradi­
tion, long the subject of controversy:

“This poses the old controversial question 
regarding the relationship of Scripture and 
tradition in a new way. The Scripture can no 
longer be exclusively contrasted with tradition, 
because the New Testament itself is the pro­
duct of primitive tradition. Yet as the witness 
to the fundamental tradition, Scripture has a 
normative role for the entire later tradition 
of the church”.60

— It extends to our understanding of the 
gospel expressed during the Reformation particu­
larly in the doctrine of justification:

“Today, however, a far-reaching consensus is 
developing in the interpretation of justifica­
tion. Catholic theologians also emphasize in 
reference to justification that God's gift of sal­
vation for the believer is unconditional as far 
as human accomplishments are concerned. 
Lutheran theologians emphasize that the event 
of justification is not limited to individual 
forgiveness of sins, and they do not see in it 
a purely external declaration of the justifica­

      tion of the sinner. Rather  the  righteousness  of  God 
actualized  in the  Christ  event  is  conveyed  to the

 sinner  through  the  message  of  justification  as
 

an 
encompassing  reality  basic  to the  new

 
life

 
of

 
the

 believer ”.61  “It  is  solely  by grace and by faith  in 
Christ's  saving work and not because of any merit in us  that  we  are  accepted by God and receive the Holy  Spirit  who renews our hearts and equips us for  and calls us to good works”.62

— It
 

entails
 

a
 

far-reaching consensus
 

regard­
ing the

 
understanding and the

 
celebration of

 
the

 eucharist (see no. 76 below).63

— It
 

has
 

led to a
 

basic
 

though not
 

yet
 

com­
plete consensus in the

 
understanding of church.

“By church we
 

mean the
 

communion of
 

those
 whom

 
God gathers

 
together

 
through Christ

 
in 

the
 

Holy Spirit, by the
 

proclamation of
 

the
 gospel

 
and the

 
administration of

 
the

 
sacra­

ments, and the
 

ministry instituted by him
 

for
 his

 
purpose. Though it

 
always

 
includes

 
sin­

ners, yet
 

in virtue
 

of
 

the
 

promise
 

and fidelity 
of

 
God it

 
is

 
the

 
one, holy, catholic

 
and apo­

stolic
 

church which is
 

to continue
 

forever”.64

 “It
 

stands
 

under
 

the
 

gospel
 

and has
 

the
 

gospel
 as

 
its

 
superordinate

 
criterion”;

 
... its

 
“autho­

rity ... can only be
 

service
 

of
 

the
 

word and ... 
it is not master of the word of the Lord”.65

— It
 

extends
 

also to the
 

understanding and
 exercise of the ordained ministry in the church:

The
 

special
 

ecclesial
 

ministry, which is
 

trans­
mitted by ordination (see

 
no. 71 below), “is

 instituted by Jesus
 

Christ”66

 
and as

 
such “is

 constitutive
 

for
 

the
 

church”.67

 
Its

 
specific

 function is “to assemble and build up the Christian



community  by  proclaiming  the  word  of
 

God , 
celebrating  the  sacraments  and pr siding  over

 
the

 liturgical , missionary  and  dia  conal  life  of  the 
community ”. 68          In  performing  this

 
function  the

 ministry  stands  “in the  midst  of
 

the
 

whole
 

people
 and  for  the  people  of  God ”, but

 
“inasmuch  as

 
the

 ministry  is  exercised  on behalf
 

of
 

Jesus
 

Christ
 

and 
makes  him  present , it

 
has

 
authority  over

 
against

 
the

 community”.69

58. Even though efforts
 

toward consensus
 

re­
garding  the

 
apostolic

 
faith must

 
be

 
continued , as

 was
 
shown particularly clearly in our

 
common re­

flection on the
 
Augsburg Confession, one

 
may al

­ ready say that
 
we

 
can “discover

 
not

 
simply a

 
par­

tial
 
consensus

 
on  some

 
truths , but

 
rather

 
a

 
full

 accord on fundamental
 

and central
 

truths”,70

 
to 

put
 

it
 

in the
 

words
 

of
 

Pope
 

John Paul
 

II
 and of  the German Catholic bishops.

59. The
 
Executive

 
Committee

 
of

 
the

 
Lutheran 

World Federation took this
 

up and announced:
 

“
We

 
...  agree

 
that

 
...  Roman  Catholics

 
and  Lu­

therans
 
"have

 
discovered  that

 
they have

 
a

 
common 

mind  on basic
 
doctrinal

 
truths

 
which  points

 
to 

Jesus
 
Christ , the

 
living  center

 
of

 
our

 
faith ’

 
(“All

 Under
 
One

 
Christ”, no. 17)

 
and that

 
therefore

 
with 

regard to the
 

Augsburg  Confession  one
 

may and 
should  speak of

 
'a

 
full

 
accord  on fundamental

 
and 

central
 

truths ’
 

...  or
 

respectively  of
 

a
 

'basic
 consensus’

 
of

 
faith (ibid.,

 
paras. 18 and 25)

 
”.71

 
60 . To  reach  the  goal  in  this  effort  towards

consensus  in the  apostolic  faith , one  must  take
account  of how our two churches  understand  and
practise doctrinally authoritative teaching , and  which  office holders may  therefore in 
the  name  of our churches  pronounce  an official 
judgement about  the  theological  consensus 
attained in our dialogue.

In the Roman Catholic Church the function of  authoritative  teaching  is in a special  manner  the
task of the bishops , who discharge  this task “in a
 many -sided  exchange  regarding  faith  with  be­

lievers , priests , and theologians ”.72 Doctrinal  de-
cisions of the church are ultimately  binding when 
“the bishops  interpret  the  revealed  faith  in uni­
versal  agreement  with  each  other  and  in com ­
munion with the Bishop of Rome”.73

In the Lutheran  interpretation , too, “the hol­
ders  of the episcopal  office  are ... entrusted  in a
special manner with the task of watching over the
purity  of  the  gospel ”. 74  But  in  most  Lutheran
churches authoritative teaching is effected more in 
a process  of consensus -building  in which  church 
leaders  or bishops , teachers  of theology , pastors and  non -ordained  members  of  the  congregation 
participate  with  basicallv  equal  rights . Usually 
this process has synodal forms.75

Authoritative teaching in both churches is sub­
ject to the norm of the gospel76 and is orientated

to past doctrinal decisions recognized as binding. 
In both churches doctrinal decisions, if they are 
to become fruitful and develop their full situatio­
nal force, depend on far-reaching reception in the 
consciousness and life of the local churches, con­
gregations and believers.77

It can therefore be seen that both churches can 
and do teach in an authoritative way and that in 
spite of existing differences, there are important 
parallels in achieving authoritative teaching. 
Thus, it is possible for both churches, each in its 
own way, to accord authoritative character to 
the agreements in their understanding of the 
apostolic faith which they have attained. It 
would be important to ensure that this process, 
going on within the two churches, even now pro­
ceeds with a certain degree of svnchronization 
and as much commonality as possible.

2. Unity of Faith in the Diversity of its Forms of 
Expression
61. Unity in the same faith does not mean uni­

formity in the way it is articulated and expressed. 
This is one of the basic presuppositions of the 
ecumenical movement of our century.78

Whenever the reference is to doctrine and life, 
Reformation theology reiterates the conviction 
that complete conformity is not a condition for 
church unity.79

62. Vatican II states: “While preserving unity 
in essentials, let all members of the Church, ac­
cording to the office entrusted to each, preserve a 
proper freedom in the various forms of spiritual 
life and discipline, in the variety of liturgical rites, 
and even in the theological elaborations of re­
vealed truths”.80

In this sense Pope Paul VI expressed himself 
repeatedly and, in doing so, gave even more con­
crete shape to the idea of unity of faith in the 
diversity of its forms of expression. In his speech 
in the Cathedral of Phanar (1967) he said: “In 
the light of our love for Christ and of our bro­
therly love, we perceive even more clearly the 
profound identity of our faith, and the points 
on which we still differ must not prevent us from 
seeing this profound unity. And here, too, charity 
must come to our aid, as it helped Hilary and 
Athanasius to recognize the sameness of the faith 
underlying the differences of vocabulary at a time 
when serious disagreements were creating di­
visions among Christian bishops. Did not pasto­
ral love prompt St. Basil, in his defense of the 
true faith in the Holy Spirit, to refrain from using 
certain terms which, accurate though they were, 
could have given rise to scandal in one part of 
the Christian people? And did not St. Cyril of 
Alexandria consent in 433 to abandon his beauti­
ful formulation of theology in the interest of ma­
king peace with John of Antioch, once he had 



satisfied himself that in spite of divergent modes 
of expression, their faith was identical”.81

Somewhat similarly, on the occasion of the 
1600 th anniversary  of  the  death  of  Saint  Athanasius    

 (1973), Pope  Paul  VI  said in an address  to Patriarch 
Shenouda:  “He  (Athanasius)  in turn recognized in the

 Church  of  the  West  a  secure  identity  of
 

faith  despite
 differences  in  vocabulary  and  in  the

 
theological

 approach to a  deeper  un­ derstanding of the mystery of 
the Triune God”.82

63. Diversities—be they diversities of church 
traditions or diversities caused by specific his­
toric, ethnic and cultural contexts—can be under­
stood and lived as different forms of expressing 
the one and the same faith when they are “related 
to the central message of salvation and Christian 
faith” and do not endanger this centre,83 and when 
they are therefore sustained by one and the same 
gospel. It is not necessary that each church adopt 
the specific forms of belief, piety or ethics of the 
other church and make them its own. But each 
church must recognize them as specific and le­
gitimate forms of the one, common Christian 
faith. Then it is “justified to recognize a legi­
timate diversity in the plurality of traditions and 
to assess them positively”.84

64. In this sense, for example, the Catholic- 
Lutheran dialogue on the eucharist has led to the 
result that the existing differences in the state­
ments about the manner in which Christ is pre­
sent in the eucharist “must no longer be regarded 
as opposed in a way that leads to separation”, 
but that in common, albeit in different ways, “the 
reality of the eucharistic presence” is testified 
to.85 Similarly, the Catholic-Lutheran dialogue do­
cument on the ministry in the church, with a view 
to the different interpretations and statements 
regarding “sacramentality” and “uniqueness” of 
ordination, was of the opinion that it could speak 
of a “consensus on the reality” as follows: 
“Wherever it is taught that through the act of 
ordination the Holy Spirit gives grace strengthen­
ing the ordained person for the life-time ministry 
of word and sacrament, it must be asked whether 
differences which previously divided the churches 
on this question have not been overcome”.86

65. In the area of ethical decisions it appears 
important that the Catholic Church right up to 
and including the Council of Trent87 did not 
condemn the practice of divorced persons re­
marrying in the Eastern Orthodox churches alth­
ough it did reject this practice for itself.

66. The joint Catholic-Lutheran reflection on 
the Augsburg Confession must be seen in this 
context, as it proceeded during recent years and 
when it had become clear that as far as this 
confession is concerned—including its diverse ex­
pressions and approaches—one could note “full 

accord on fundamental and central truths”.88 Like­
wise, quite a few dogmatic decisions of the Ca­
tholic Church need a common and, if possible, 
binding interpretation that would bring out more 
clearly the common ground of our faith. This 
would be particularly true for the more recent 
dogmas relating to Mary and to the papacy, be­
cause for Lutheran churches and Christians to 
accept that they are in accordance with Scripture 
and gospel represents a serious problem.89

3. Removal of Doctrinal Condemnations

67. Our ecclesial awareness has been trau­
matized by mutual condemnations. These may 
have been uttered as formal, reciprocal doctrinal 
condemnations, but they can also be seen as 
general prejudices that have taken root in the 
consciousness of the members of our churches. 
It is precisely in this form that they have had 
particularly widespread and fateful repercussions. 
In order to return to a common confession of the 
one faith and a true communal relationship, it is 
necessary that each of our churches declare offi­
cially in all points where this is possible in view 
of the current teaching of the other church that 
these condemnations have become meaningless.

68. Past doctrinal condemnations cannot be 
rendered ineffectual through a relativizing of 
truth. Rather, it is the duty to be truthful which 
calls us to act.

Theological-historical research and more re­
cent ecclesial developments lead us even now 
to the insight that in important questions those 
reciprocal doctrinal condemnations are not or 
are no longer applicable. Thus, for example, the 
necessary rejection by the Reformation of the 
“Pelagians and others who teach that, without 
the Holy Spirit and by the power of nature alone, 
we are able to love God above all things and 
can also keep the commandments of God in so 
far as the substance of the acts is concerned”,90 
does not affect the official teaching of the Catholic 
Church.91 Vice versa, the equally necessary Ca­
tholic rejection of those who hold that “Chris­
tians are not concerned with the Ten Command­
ments”92 or that “anyone who has become justified 
once can no longer sin or lose his state of grace”93 
is not applicable to the position of the Lutheran 
confessions.94 Similarly, the Reformation con­
demnation of “those who teach that the sacra­
ments justify by the outward acts” and “without 
the proper attitude in the recipient”95 is not ap­
plicable to Catholic teaching96 and vice versa the 
Catholic rejection of those who say “that the sa­
craments of the New Covenant do not commu­
nicate grace ex opere overato, but that the faith 
alone is sufficient to obtain the grace of divine 
promise”97 does not apply to the Lutheran con­
fessions.98 Moreover, the Reformation’s con­



demnation of the sacrifice of the Mass as a denial 
of the once-for-all sacrifice of the cross" does not 
touch the teaching of the Catholic Church100 any 
more than Catholic condemnation of those who 
deny the real presence of Christ in the eucharist101 
or call it into question by rejecting the doctrine of 
transubstantiation102 need apply to the Lutheran 
church and its teaching.103

69. To be sure, agreement that earlier doc­
trinal condemnations are no longer applicable 
cannot be achieved by mere statements of con­
sensus issued bv theologians. What is really need­
ed are official declarations by the chief teaching 
authorities of each of the churches concerned, 
each according to its own procedures. In the 
Catholic Church this falls within the competence 
of the Holy See in agreement with the episcopate 
as a whole. In the Lutheran churches the most 
appropriate procedure would be one analogous 
to what was done in accepting the Leuenberg 
Agreement, i.e., a form of synodal process in the 
individual churches (see nos. 23-26 above).

Official declarations of this type, however, will 
gain their true ecclesial importance and find their 
wav into the life of the people of God only if 
they happen in the framework of liturgical ce­
lebrations that give expression to both penitence 
and thanksgiving.

b) Community in Sacraments

70. Community with Christ and community of 
Christians with each other are mediated through 
word and sacrament in the Holy Spirit. Where 
Christians and churches desire full community 
with each other, it follows that their ioint under­
standing of the apostolic witness and their com­
mon testimony to the Christian faith (see 55ff. 
above) must go hand in hand with a common sa­
cramental life.104 We can note gratefully that in 
this respect important things have happened re­
cently. (1) Our churches have a more intensive 
sacramental life. (2) With regard to understand­
ing and celebration of the sacraments a growing 
agreement can be noted. The requirements for 
a common sacramental life have, however, not 
vet been fully met. (3) Within the fundamental 
consensus, open questions remain.

1. Growth of Sacramental Life in our Churches
71. In both the consciousness of Lutheran and 

Roman Catholic churches the sacramental di­
mension of the Christian life has in recent times 
once again come to the fore. Growing out of 
the sacrament of baptism (Rom 6:3 ff.), Chris­
tian life in its deepest sense is the gift of sharing 
in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
This sharing is mediated through proclamation 
of the word and celebration of the sacraments 

equally ?105 In  the sacraments it occurs  in a  manner
 which accents  the  corporeality , the  personal  character

 and  the  community  dimension  of  this  sharing , 
whereby  it  should  be  noted that  for  Lutherans

 
as

 
well

 as  for  Catholics  the  word  belongs  to the nature  of the 
sacraments themselves.106

72. The deepened consciousness of the sacra­
mental dimension of Christian existence has also 
reshaped the life and practice of our churches.

In several respects the last few centuries have seen a renewal of sacramental life in the Roman 
Catholic Church.

— New emphasis has been placed on the in 
terrelatedness of sacrament, proclaimed word and 
faith that the Reformers felt necessary to stress again.107

 This has influenced the reform of the liturgical orders for the celebration of the sa­
craments.

— The primary importance of baptism108
 and 

of the eucharist109
 has been stressed, especially 

by reshaping their celebration.
— A comprehensive view of the sacramental life of the church has been given precedence over an isolated approach to individual sacraments by 

understanding the church in Christ as “the uni­
versal sacrament  of  salvation”?110

 as  “the  'Sacrament of 
unity’ ”.111

These
 
tendencies

 
have

 
led to liturgical

 
develop­

ments
 

which parallel
 

many Lutheran concerns:
 greater

 
space

 
for

 
the

 
proclamation of

 
the

 
word 

of
 
God, use

 
of

 
the

 
vernacular, more

 
frequent

 
com­

munion under
 

both kinds, curtailing of
 

masses
 without

 
the

 
participation of

 
the

 
people, to men­

tion only the most important reforms.

73. Paralleling this, an intensification of
 

sa­
cramental

 
life

 
in the

 
Lutheran churches

 
has

 
de­

veloped.
— Regarding baptism

 
which in the

 
Lutheran 

tradition has
 

always
 

been considered fully a
 

sa­
crament

 
and a

 
fundamental

 
and permanent

 
point

 of
 
reference

 
of

 
Christian existence, there

 
is

 
renew­

ed appreciation of
 

its
 

place
 

in the
 

Sunday gather­
ing for worship.

— The
 

eucharist
 

is
 

today being celebrated 
more

 
frequently at

 
the

 
regular

 
Sunday worship 

service
 

than was
 

the
 

case
 

in the
 

past. The
 

Re­
formation had stressed that

 
Lutheran commu­

nities
 

celebrated it
 

with particular
 

devotion and 
reverence, expressly urging believers

 
to commu­

nicate?112

— It
 

is
 

stressed that
 

as
 

far
 

as
 

the
 

Lutheran 
tradition is

 
concerned the

 
sacramental

 
dimension 

of
 

Christian life
 

was
 

never
 

called into question 
and, indeed, was

 
expressly defended in inter-Re-

 formation disputes. It
 

was
 

thus
 

possible
 

for
 

the
 Lutheran Reformers—following the

 
Scriptures

 (Col
 

1:27;
 

1 Tim
 

3:16)—to speak of
 

Christ
 

as
 

the
 



one sacrament113 or to attribute “sacramental” 
character to the word of the Scripture and the 
proclaimed word as bearers of the presence of 
Christ and as efficacious word.114

74. The linkages of the sacrament and their 
liturgical celebrations both with the world and 
with all humanity have again been discovered by 
Lutheran and Catholic traditions together.115

2. Increasing Agreement in Understanding and
Celebration of the Sacraments
75. Lutherans and Catholics are conscious that 

they participate in one and the same baptism.116 
In keeping with the statement BEM, we jointly 
confess that “Christian baptism is rooted in the 
ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, in his death and 
in his resurrection. It is incorporation into 
Christ, who is the crucified and risen Lord; it 
is entry into the New Covenant between God and 
God's people”.117 This common understanding of 
baptism is expressed in the manner in which 
baptism is administered and is confirmed by the 
fact that almost everywhere our churches have 
officially recognized each other's baptism. More­
over, our churches are faced by common or si­
milar pastoral tasks concerning the understand­
ing of baptism, and how it is expressed and con­
cretized in baptismal practice, faith-life and the 
piety of congregations and the faithful.

76. A great deal of progress towards a com­
mon understanding and celebration of the eucha- 
rist has been made in recent years as a result 
of numerous dialogues between our churches at 
various levels. In the course of these dialogues 
it proved possible to reconcile positions with 
regard to the understanding of the eucharist that 
had previously been thought to be in conflict and 
were therefore seen as divisive (sacrifice of the 
Mass, eucharistic presence); many of the remain­
ing differences are within the common sphere, 
thus depriving them of their divisive force.118 Re­
garding liturgical form, both churches are mov­
ing towards growing consensus in the basic ele­
ments of eucharistic celebration.119

77. Theological endeavours have also led to 
a better reciprocal understanding regarding the 
other sacraments in the Catholic Church, whose 
sacramental character has hitherto been admitted 
only hesitantly or not at all by the Lutheran 
churches.

78. Various Catholic-Lutheran dialogues on 
the ordained ministry in the church have shown 
that, even though Lutherans do not speak of ordi­
nation as a sacrament, there is vet “substantial 
convergence” between the Catholic and Lutheran 
understanding and practice wherever ordination 
is celebrated through the laying on of hands and 
prayer  (epiklesis)   as  act  of  blessing and wherever it is  

  taught  “that  through  the  act  of  ordination  the
 

Holy 
Spirit  gives  grace  strengthening  the  ordained  person 
for  the  life-time  ministry  of  word and sacrament ”.120

 Lutheran  tradition  has  taken  account
 

of
 

this
 

even 
though  it  does  not  include  ordination  among  the

 sacraments  in the  strict  sense. “In principle... (it
 

does)
 not  reject ”  the  sacramental  understanding  of ordina -

tion.121

79. The Augsburg Confession and both of Lu­
ther's catechisms treat confession (of sin) in close 
connection with the baptismal and eucharistic sa­
craments. In the Apology of the Augsburg Con­
fession they are even expressly included among 
the sacraments.122 Present-day Catholic-Lutheran 
research with regard to the understanding of con­
fession in the Augsburg Confession, moreover, 
has brought to light misunderstandings of each 
other's position that existed on both sides in the 
sixteenth century.123 The Roman Catholic liturgy 
of penitence, which places the accent on the re­
mission of sins and on personal guidance together 
with the more frequent celebration of penitence, 
foreseen in the new Catholic liturgy, help to pro­
mote understanding between our two churches. 
The difficulties encountered today by the practice 
of personal confession in certain areas of the 
Catholic Church, and the widespread lack of un­
derstanding among many Lutherans make con­
fession a common pastoral task for both churches.

80. Our dialogue about marriage and mixed 
marriages has revealed a “view of marriage which 
is in a profound sense a common one”. We affirm 
together that the event of salvation in Christ 
affects Christians also in their conjugal life which 
can never be without reference to it. The relation­
ship is nothing other than the grace “as a lasting 
promise”, which Christ grants people in their 
married life, a grace that “is not simply an idea” 
but “reality”. This means, however, attributing 
to marriage a “sacramental” aspect, a “sacrament­
al power”, even though the Reformation churches 
do not consider it “to be a sacrament in the full 
sense of the word”.124

81. Confirmation and the anointing of the sick 
have received hardly any consideration in the 
Catholic-Lutheran dialogue.

Since in the Western churches confirmation 
developed into a rite distinct from baptism, the 
questions regarding the necessary age for its ad­
ministration and its precise function have been 
discussed again and again. In the Lutheran Re­
formation confirmation disappeared completely. 
Later it was reintroduced as a rite of admission 
to the Lord's Supper and/or the celebration of 
coming of age. As such it was closely Jinked with 
previous catechetical instruction. In the Catholic 
Church confirmation is understood to be an in­
tegral part of sacramental initiation into the 
church, although here, too, it  is  not   devoid of  cate-  



chetical  aspects . In both churches  the  promise
 

of
 

the
 gifts  of  the  Holy Spirit  is  central. Even in the
 

Lutheran 
understanding  confirmation  is

 
an  act

 
of

 
blessing 

performed through the  prayer  of
 

the
 

congregation, and 
in  which  grace  is  promised  and  granted  to  the

 confirmand. Catholics  and Lutherans
 

both participate
 in the  ecumenical  discussion  of

 
the

 
questions

 
about

 
a

 proper  relationship  of
 

confirmation  to baptism
 

and 
Christian witness.125

82. In the course of postconciliar reforms in 
the Catholic Church the anointing of the sick was emphasized more strongly than before as a special help for the sick and dying, and it was linked 
with the proclamation of the word. Lutherans have seldom practised the anointing of the sick. 
They have, however, attributed great importance to the pastoral care of sick people. In some Lu­
theran churches this has recently led to attempts to reintroduce anointing of the sick.126

 This could 
therefore become the subject of a promising dia­
logue between Catholics and Lutherans if one bears in mind the common pastoral tasks and 
the emerging rapprochement. Both, Catholics and 
Lutherans, are now finding a point of encounter inasmuch as the former are gradually getting 
away from an isolated understanding of the in­
dividual sacraments, and the latter are more and 
more abandoning a narrow use of the concept of sacrament. This, in order to understand and 
live together the sacramental dimension of Chris­
tian existence in a new and better way. Parti­
cularly in the present situation where people ex­
perience social isolation and personal loneliness, 
both traditions have a special pastoral task to­
wards the sick and the dying.

3. Open Questions, Remaining Differences, Basic Agreements

83. In spite of an enhanced common aware­
ness of the sacramental dimension of Christian 
and ecclesial life and in spite of a deepened con­
sensus in the understanding and praxis of the sa­
craments, there remain open questions that must be answered with a view to the common sacra­
mental life that belongs to full church fellowship. 
Clarification of these questions must be brought about in joint dialogue and in the life and praxis of each of the two churches. In this connection 
the agreements which already exist or which we have now reached, give us the freedom to chal­
lenge each other and to ask reciprocally critical questions regarding teaching and praxis.

84. Nevertheless, even here we must not strive after a questionable homogeneity. Just as in the case of the understanding of faith, the common 
sacramental life needed for unity must not be mistaken for uniformity. Room must be left for legitimate diversities. This is true not only in 

relation to the understanding and shaping of the 
individual sacraments or sacramental ecclesial 
acts, but also in relation to the concept of sa­
crament as such. The open questions remaining, 
especially regarding the number of sacraments, 
are ultimately rooted in an open concept of sa­
crament. Not only between our two churches, 
but also within our churches the concept of sa­
crament is not fixed in every last detail. A certain 
fluctuation historically in determining the number 
of sacraments as well as the differentiation bet­
ween or “ranking” of the sacraments127 (and a 
conjunctive “analogue-use” of the sacramental 
concept) - all point in this direction.

85. For an understanding and the celebration 
of the individual sacraments and therefore also 
for the common sacramental life of our two 
churches, it has to be taken into account that 
the sacraments are part of God's trinitarian act 
of salvation: the work that God performed in 
Christ once for all for the salvation of the world 
is mediated by the Holy Spirit who works through 
word and sacrament so that communio sancto­
rum is formed, i.e., church as participation in the 
gifts of salvation and as communion of the faith­
ful.

This makes it clear once more how important 
it is for a proper understanding and conservation 
of the sacramental dimension of Christian exist­
ence and church life when both our traditions 
are able to speak of Christ as the one sacrament 
and therefore as the source of the individual sa­
craments (see nos. 72 and 73 above). At the same 
time it becomes clear why on the Catholic side 
one speaks today of the church as the “sacra­
ment ”.128 The Lutheran tradition is not yet very 
familiar with this though, and it is often inclined 
to criticize it. But its intention should be accept­
able for Lutherans: as the body of Christ and 
“koinonia” of the Holy Spirit, the church is the 
sign and instrument of God’s grace, an instru­
ment that of itself can do nothing. The church 
lives by the word as it lives by the sacraments 
and at the same time stands in their service.

c) Community of service

86. The church lives by word and sacrament 
and also stands in their service. It has therefore 
a structured form in which the service of the 
whole people of God and the service of those who 
have been entrusted with the special ordained 
ministry can act together. Consequently, in our 
search for church fellowship, it is not possible 
to separate the efforts for community of faith 
(Il/a) and sacramental life (Il/b) from efforts for 
a structured church fellowship (community of 
service) that would permit and ensure common 
life, common decisions and common action (see 
no. 49 above).



1. Commitment to a Structured Fellowship 
(Community of Service)

87. If in the present process of growing reci­
procal recognition and reception our two church­
es affirm increasingly that they confess the same 
faith and share a common understanding of the 
sacraments, then they are also entitled and oblig­
ed to enter into structured fellowship with each 
other. With the New Testament we confess the 
church as “people of God”, as “body of Christ” 
and as “temple of the Holy Spirit”. This con­
fession does not permit us to limit the relation­
ship between our churches to be a mere recipro­
cally respectful coexistence or internalization. 
This confession calls us to live out the existing 
community of faith and sacrament also in a struc­
tured ecclesial fellowship. Each of these images 
of the church, found in the New Testament, con­
fronts us with this commitment.

88. The church as people of God is called to 
live in unity, for God does not lead Christians 
to himself and to salvation in isolation or in­
dependently of each other. Faith, without ceas­
ing to be personal faith, is always a faith that 
lives in the community and is transmitted, pre­
served and renewed in it. Just as the people of 
the Old Covenant encompassed different tribes 
and yet was one single people of God, the new 
people of God has been called together from all 
nations of the earth, embraces all the diversity 
of the human world, lives in many places, and 
listens to God's calling in many languages and 
in many different ways. It is nevertheless a single 
undivided people, called by the one Lord, in the 
one Spirit, to one faith, to solidarity and love 
for each other, and to common witness and ser­
vice in the world.

89. The church, the new “people of God”, is 
the body of Christ. “For by one Spirit we were 
all baptized into one body” (1 Cor 12:13). Else­
where, speaking of the eucharist, Saint Paul says: 
“The bread which we break, is it not a participa­
tion in the body of Christ? Because there is one 
bread, we who are many are one body” (1 Cor 
10:16 f.). Just as the eucharist is not a part of 
the body of Christ but the whole Christ, so also 
the local church is not only a part of the whole, 
but a realization of the church of God.129 If there­
fore according to the New Testament the indi­
vidual local church is church of God in the full 
sense, it is yet not the whole church of God. This 
limited nature of the individual churches and 
their necessary solidarity with each other calls 
for a concrete and lived out fellowship which em­
braces all aspects of ecclesial life. It corresponds 
to the nature of the church which as “body of 
Christ" is an organic whole.

90. Just as the church is called to be “people 
of God” and “body of Christ”, it is also called 
to be temple of the Holy Spirit. Since the ple­
nitude of the gifts of the Spirit is given only in 
the fellowship of all local churches, no church 
can claim the Holy Spirit for itself alone.130 Such 
a claim would contradict the fellowship institut­
ed by the Holy Spirit. The same would be true 
if one single church wanted to live a life inde­
pendent of the other churches, if it wanted to 
dominate them, or even if it were indifferent 
towards the faith of these churches. Confessing 
the church as “temple of the Holy Spirit” and 
recognizing the other church as “temple of the 
Holy Spirit” means therefore entering into active 
fellowship with this church. If one and the same 
spirit of love and unity lives in the churches, all 
are obliged to pray for each other, to work to­
gether and to care for each other.

91. The growing reciprocal recognition as 
church thus leads us to binding common life, 
to active exchange and to mutual acceptance in 
witness, service and solidarity according to the 
nature of the church as “people of God”, “body 
of Christ” and “temple of the Holy Spirit”. It 
commits our churches at both the local and the 
universal levels not only to an occasional fellow­
ship, practised from time to time, but to a fully 
lived-out fellowship that requires for its realiza­
tion a structured form.

2. Structured Church Fellowship a Common
Ordained Ministry
92. The dialogue between our churches and, 

in general, ecumenical efforts for visible unity of 
the church have shown that the structured form 
needed for full and binding fellowship between 
churches can be manifold and variable. It is not 
limited to the hierarchical dimension of the 
church, but rather embraces the service of the 
whole people of God, includes the charisms of all 
the faithful, and expresses itself in synodal struc­
tures and processes. At the same time, fellowship 
in the ordained ministry forms an essential part 
of the structured church fellowship.

This fellowship in the ordained ministry, 
though not yet fully realized, is nevertheless ba­
sically present in the mutual recognition of mi­
nistries as forms of the ministry instituted by 
Christ.131 The coexistence of ministries mutually 
recognized must be transformed into a common 
exercise of ordained ministry appropriate to its 
nature, whereby particular importance is attached 
to the common exercise of the “ministry of leader­
ship and of pastoral supervision (episcopé).152

Onlv in a church fellowship so structured, is 
it possible to take ioint decisions to preserve and 
further the apostolicity, catholicity and unity of 
the church and to act jointly in witness and 
service.



93. There already exists today a broad area 
in which a partial common exercise of ordained 
ministry  and  also  of ecclesial episkopé is possible , 
desirable and  even  necessary . It is carried  out 
between  our  two churches , for  example , in the  area

 of  social  responsibility , in the  ethical , dia  conal  and 
charitable fields, or in evangelization.

94. But yet these forms of cooperation bet­
ween ordained ministries are far from a com­
prehensive, fully common exercise of the ordained 
ministry. In order to have progress, one must 
look at three factors:

(1) the statement of Vatican II which regard­
ing the ordained ministry of the Reformation 
churches speaks of a “lack of the sacrament of 
orders”;133

(2) a certain “asymmetry” in the more precise 
definition of the theological values assigned to 
the ministry, particularly of the historic episco­
pacy in the understanding of the church;

(3) the close bond that exists in the Catholic 
Church between the bishops and the Pope.

95. (1) While according to the Lutheran under­
standing of church, the existence of ministry in 
the Catholic Church is not to be called into ques­
tion,134 Catholics cannot yet fully recognize the 
ordained ministry in Lutheran churches because, 
according to their view, these churches lack the 
fullness of the ordained ministry since they “lack 
of the sacrament of orders”.135 This would only 
be possible through a process of “acceptance of 
full church communion”,136 of which fellowship in 
the historical episcopacy is an essential part.

96. (2) Catholics and Lutherans share the con­
viction that the ordained ministry of the church 
which, because it is “instituted by Jesus Christ”137 
“stands over against the community as well as 
within the community”,138 is “essential” for the 
church.139 Nevertheless it is possible for Lu­
therans, and in this they differ from Catholics, 
to give a theological description of the church 
without making explicit mention of the ministry, 
because it is either “presupposed”140 or implied 
by the proclamation of the word and the ad­
ministration of the sacraments.

97. Lutherans, like Catholics, can recognize as 
“the action of the Spirit”141 the historical dif­
ferentiation of the one apostolic ministry into 
more local ministry and more regional forms, 
and they can consider “the function of episcope... 
as necessary for the church”.142 Likewise, Lu­
therans feel free “to face up to the call for com­
munion with the historic episcopal office”,143 i.e., 
the historically evolved pattern of episcopal mi­
nistry in the form of the office of bishop standing 

in apostolic succession. Nevertheless, Lutherans 
and Catholics place different accents on the si­
gnificance of that historic episcopal office for the 
church”.144

98. The two problems are closely related: The 
“lack of the sacrament of orders” that the Cath­
olic side claims to be inherent in the ministry 
of the Lutheran churches cannot, because of its 
very nature, be annulled solely by theological in­
sights and agreements or by ecclesiastical or ca­
nonical declarations and decisions, as, for exam­
ple, by the theological and canonical act of re­
cognizing these ministries. What is needed, ra­
ther, is acceptance of the fellowship in ecclesial 
ministry, and this, ultimately, means acceptance 
of the fellowship in episcopal ministry which 
stands in apostolic succession. Lutherans are 
fundamentally free and open to accept such fel­
lowship in the episcopal office. Yet within this 
understanding of the importance or significance 
of the episcopal office for the catholicity, aposto- 
licity and unity of the church, Lutherans are in­
clined to place the accent differently from Cath­
olics.

99. The problems mentioned here need not 
block the road to fellowship in the church mi­
nistry and therefore to a fully structured ecclesial 
fellowship. But it does call for renewal and deep­
ening of the understanding of the ordained mi­
nistry, particularly the ministry serving the unity 
and governance (episcopé) of the church.

100. (3) In connection with the above men­
tioned it has to be borne in mind that as far as 
Catholics are concerned fellowship in the ordain­
ed ministry is expressed by the college of all 
bishops with the Pope at its head.

101. A Roman Catholic bishop or a group of 
Catholic bishops  do not  exercise  their  episcopé  without involving the  whole  of  the  episcopate.145  When bishops

 intend to take  a  decision committ­ ing them and their church  to a  process  which  has  as its goal full church 
fellowship with Lutheran churches, they can only do 
this  in  community  with  the whole of the Catholic episcopate. The  same is true if within their own church 
they  wish  to  concretize a common  exercise of episcope  with their Lutheran partners.

102. In concrete terms this means that the bishops evercise episcope in the fellowship col- legially with the first among them, the Pope. 
They recognize the supreme jurisdictional autho­
rity of the Pope over the universal church and all the faithful, an authority that—according to Vati­
can I—is of an episcopal, ordinary, and direct nature.146



103. The process that is to lead to a common 
ordained ministry via the joint exercise of the 
episcope therefore necessarily requires the parti­
cipation of the Pope. He can, in the face of the 
entire Roman Catholic Church, guarantee the pro­
priety of this process. He can help assure that 
the unity re-established in one place will not lead 
to new divisions in another. Thus, according to 
its mission, the Petrine ministry can not only 
protect fellowship but further it.

3. Joint Reflection on the Early Church

104. The understanding of a ministry serving 
the unity  of the  church  and  episcopé , on  which 
Catholics and Lutherans  diverge  to some  extent , can 
be  deepened  and  gain  in commonality , if  the  two 
sides  reflect  together  about  how  this  ministry  was

 
seen 

and practised  in the  Early  Church . Both  sides
 

have
 good reasons  for  participating in such a reflection.

105. According to the
 

statements
 

of
 

Vatican II
 on the

 
sacramentality and collegiality of

 
the

 
epi­

scopal
 
office,147

 
Catholics

 
no longer

 
follow

 
the

 
view

 that
 

prevailed in the
 

Middle
 

Ages. Taking the
 presbyterate

 
(sacerdotium)

 
as

 
point

 
of

 
departure, 

it
 

differentiated the
 

episcopate
 

only by virtue
 

of
 its

 
greater

 
dignity and jurisdictional

 
authority. 

One
 

indication of
 

this
 

is
 

the
 

fact
 

that
 

in the
 

1968 
edition of

 
the

 
Pontificate

 
Romanum

 
the

 
former

 prayer
 

accompanying the
 

imposition of
 

hands
 

is
 replaced by the

 
prayer

 
taken from

 
Hippolytus’

 Apostolic
 

Tradition.
 

Within Catholic
 

theology 
this

 
return to the

 
early church fathers

 
is

 
also a

 call
 

to emphasize
 

more
 

strongly the
 

collegiality of
 the

 
bishops

 
as

 
an expression of

 
the

 
fellowship 

of local churches.

106. The
 

Lutheran Reformation basically affir­
med the

 
episcopal

 
office

 
of

 
the

 
Early Church.148

 There
 

was
 

readiness
 

to retain the
 

episcopal
 

office
 in its

 
traditional

 
form, even though there

 
was

 
cri­

ticism
 
of

 
the

 
manner

 
in which the

 
office

 
was

 
exer­

cised at
 

that
 

time. To some
 

extent
 

this
 

criticism
 was

 
explicitly associated with and legitimated by 

references
 

to the
 

Early Church.149
 

Thus
 

it
 

is
 

clear
 that

 
also on the

 
Lutheran side

 
the

 
question of

 episcopal
 

ministry is
 

dealt
 

with in reference
 

to 
the Early Church.

107. The
 

understanding of
 

the
 

nature
 

of
 

epi­
scopal

 
ministry which then prevailed becomes

 
ob­

vious
 

in the
 

rite
 

of
 

ordination of
 

a
 

bishop (see
 excursus

 
“Ordination Practice

 
in the

 
Early 

Church”). Essential
 

aspects
 

of
 

this
 

are
 

also signi­
ficant for us today:

108. a. Ordination is
 
at

 
the

 
same

 
time

 
a
 
chari­

smatic, liturgical and ecclesial event.
The Early Church did not separate the chari­

smatic event (gift of the Spirit) from the liturgical 
ceremony (imposition of hands as part of the 
eucharistic service on Sundays) nor from its ec­
clesial context (commissioning and jurisdiction). 
In the worshipping community and by the impo­
sition of hands of the bishops, the new bishop re­
ceives the gift of the Spirit.150 This gift contains 
a special charism of presiding over his church.151

109. The bishop is a baptized member of the 
local koinonia.152 In the ordination he, as one who 
is baptized, receives the call of the church and 
induction into an office. These two aspects are 
linked by the action of the Holy Spirit, through 
which the new bishop receives a gift of grace, 
which is not intended for his own well-being and 
does not separate him from the congregation, but 
which is rather for the benefit of the congregation 
and which places him in its service.153

At the local level bishops stand in their chur­
ches and serve them as a personal responsibility. 
The particular responsibility of one bishop is thus 
linked with the responsibility of all, as is also 
shown by the ordination liturgy.

110. b. The vigilance with regard to the apo- 
stolicity of the faith that belongs to the bishop’s 
duty, is bound up with the responsibility for the 
faith borne by the whole Christian people.

Members of the church participate in the elec­
tion of their bishop and receive the person who 
is to exercise the apostolic ministry. In addition, 
when the candidate answers the ordination quest­
ions and confesses his faith in the presence of the 
congregation, the congregation is witness that the 
bishop represents the authentic apostolic faith. 
All this shows that the apostolic succession is 
not really to be understood as a succession of one 
individual to another,154 but rather as a succession 
in the church, to an episcopal see and to mem­
bership of the episcopal college,155 as shown by 
the lists of bishops.156

The responsibility of the congregation is not 
limited to the moment of ordination. Its full 
scope is illustrated by the exception that “one 
must deny one’s consent even to bishops when it 
happens that they err and speak in a manner that 
contradicts the canonical text”.157 This means that 
the episcopé  is  not  exercised  in isolation  but nor ­
mally  in  concert with  the community  of the be ­
lievers , i.e., within  a diversity  of ministries and 
services and in the  synodal  life  of  the  local  church.

111. c. The
 

bishops
 

are
 

servants
 

of
 

unity and 
of the fellowship among churches.

Even though the
 

Christians
 

in a
 

given place
 must

 
give

 
their

 
consent

 
in the

 
election of

 
their

 bishop, they do not
 

impose
 

their
 

hands
 

at
 

his
 

or­
dination. That

 
is

 
done

 
by the

 
leaders

 
of

 
the

 
neigh­

bouring churches.



Bishops thus both represent the universal 
church in their own church and represent their 
own church among all other churches.158 This 
mediating position corresponds to the task of the 
new bishop in the realm of faith which is ex­
pressly emphasized by the confession-like struc­
ture of his ordination. As leader of his own 
church together with the other bishops (collegia­
lity), he is to bear witness to the faith received 
from the apostles and to watch over it.

Furthermore, the bishops are those who pri­
marily, though not exclusively, ensure regular 
communication between the churches. This is 
done formally in regional or even universal con­
ciliar life that serves to further or re-establish 
fellowship among the churches.

Finally, bishops are obliged to promote the 
common action and common witness of the chur­
ches. All this indicates that the episcopal office, 
as understood in the light of ordination, must be 
exercised collegially if it is to serve the fellowship 
of the churches.

4. The Significance of Reflection on the Early 
Church for Church Fellowship Between Ca­
tholics and Lutherans

112. This understanding by the Early Church 
of the episcopal office as a service to the koinonia 
can stimulate, correct and enlarge the view of 
Catholics and Lutherans in their endeavours for 
a commonly exercised episcope. It becomes parti­
cularly clear that episcope is exercised in concert 
with the church as a whole in a personal, collegial 
and communal way. Consequently, the exercise 
of the episcope cannot be separated from the 
responsibility of the laity or from “synodality” or 
conciliarity.

113. In the sense of the Early Church the epi­
scopal office is to serve the koinonia of the local 
church in a threefold manner.

— Personal: Christ “came not to be served but 
to serve” (Mk 10:45). This is the duty of all 
Christians. It is particularly applicable to bishops 
in an office for which they have received grace, 
authority and responsibility. This personal di­
mension  of episcopé  excludes  any  purely  admi ­
nistrative or  functional  interpretation  of  this  ministry . 
Since  it  serves  the  diversity  of  gifts  granted  to 
Christians  and the  mission  of  the  people

 
of

 
God, the

 incumbents  themselves  are  not  in  the
 

centre . 
Accordingly  the  linkage  between  the

 
person  of

 
the

 incumbent  and the  commission of
 

the
 

office
 

is
 

properly 
balanced , and  former  mi ­ sunderstandings  can  be 
eliminated.159

— Collegial, in the sense that one is never 
bishop for oneself, but in collegiality with the 
priests and deacons and in a college with the 
fellow-bishops. On the basis of ordination a 

bishop becomes bishop of the church over which 
he presides, and at the same time is recognized 
as bishop by the whole church and shares respon­
sibility for it. When churches are in communion, 
ordination and full ecclesial recognition go hand 
in hand. From this follows the fully sanctioned 
participation of the bishops in the conciliar life 
of the church of God at both its regional and 
universal levels.

— In cooperation with the congregation, inas­
much as the bishop’s ministry, even though it is 
not exercised in the name of the people, is gene­
rally exercised in fellowship with the people and 
respects the diversity of the ministries and cha- 
risms given by the Spirit.160 Thus absolute sove­
reignty either on the part of the congregation or 
the bishop is excluded.

114. These three ways of exercising the 
bishop's ministry correspond to what the New 
Testament teaches us about the manner in which 
the apostles themselves exercised their ministry.161

They have also been underscored repeatedly 
in the wider ecumenical endeavours.162

Also within our churches corresponding new 
deliberations are taking place.

115. Since the Second Vatican Council the 
Catholic Church has been introducing institutio­
nal changes which stress the coresponsibility of 
parishioners in the local churches. Various coun­
cils have been set up to bring together the local 
pastors and members (parish councils), the 
bishop and the faithful in his diocese (pastoral 
councils) and the bishop and the presbyters 
(presbyteral councils). Likewise, diocesan and re­
gional synods have been held with the participa­
tion of laity. The functions of the bishops are 
thus being combined in a structured manner with 
the responsibility of the whole people of God 
and its various members.

116. The realization of a true communal life 
which corresponds to the nature of the church 
as a fellowship (koinonia) is an important current 
concern of the Lutheran churches. Efforts are 
thus being made—partly by referring to the 
insights of the Reformation which stress again the 
Early Church's concept of the priesthood of all 
the baptized—to meet the dangers of a “clerical 
church” by trying to further the participation and 
active responsibility of all parish members. In 
the emphasis on the local congregation assembled 
by God through word and sacrament, which is 
characteristic of the Lutheran understanding of 
church, evidences of a congregational narrowness 
are today seen with a more critical eye than in 
former times, and efforts are being made to 
counteract them theologically and practically. 
The enhanced awareness of the importance of the 
episcope, clearly to be seen among Lutherans, 



must be noted in this connectionn. It is unders­
tood however not as a mere administrative office, 
but as a ministry of word and sacrament, and 
particularly as ministry of the pastor pastorum 
which serves the wider ecclesial fellowship and 
becomes its effective representative.

5. Approach to a Jointly Exercised Ministry of 
Fellowship

117. Common reflection about the Early 
Church brings to light a way to a jointly exercised 
ministry which requires careful examination. The 
following considerations may be of help. The 
proposed process is not necessarily the only pos­
sible one, though it does seem to avoid obstacles 
which have, up to now, impeded the way to 
church fellowship. The description here given 
may be modified in many of its details. It is 
neither a rigid nor final plan. Preserving its cen­
tral intention however is what is important.

118. The process leading to full realization of 
church fellowship as a structured community is, 
strictly speaking, a correlated and integral process 
involving reciprocaly recognized ministries and 
the joint exercise of ministries, especially of the 
ministry  of the  episcopé .163  Fully  spelt  out, it  has  the 
following structure:

An officially declared mutual recognition of 
ordained ministries opens the way by means of 
an initial act to the joint exercise of episcope, 
including ordaining. A series of such ordinations 
would eventually lead to a common ordained mi­
nistry. The process could function at the uni­
versal level, but could also be set in motion at 
local, regional or national ecclesial levels.

The process would thus have the following 
phases:

— Preliminary forms of a joint exercise of 
episcope (chapter 6).

— Initial act of recognition (chapter 7).
— Collegial exercise of episcopé (chapter 8). — 
Transition to a  common ordained ministry 

(chapter 9).

119. It is of decisive importance for under­
standing and implementing this process that one 
attend to and preserve its integral and correlative 
character. It is not a matter of isolated acts or 
of phases in a gradual process. Rather the reci­
procal recognition of ministries means essen­
tially enabling and initiating the joint exercise 
of episcope out of which then the ordained 
ministry arises. And therefore a mutual reco­
gnition of ministries which does not initiate the 
joint exercise of episcope and the common or­
dained ministry growing out of it is insufficient 
for the realization of structured church fellow­
ship. Furthermore, a joint exercise of episcope, 

including ordaining, is inconceivable without the 
act of mutual recognition of the ministries, an 
act which by its nature enables and initiates the 
joint exercise of episcope.

6. Preliminary Forms of the Joint Exercise of 
“Episcope”

120. As a rule a preparatory process will be 
needed before the above-described correlative and 
integral process of mutual recognition of minis­
tries and joint exercise of episcope begins in its 
strict sense, a process during which a gradual 
recognition of ministries 164 and the appropriate 
prototypical forms of a joint exercise of minis­
tries, especially the ministry of episcope, are de­
veloped.

121. Such preliminary forms are, for example:
— working groups or Christian councils which 

already exist in many countries;
— mutual invitation of church leaders, pas­

tors and laity to synods of the two churches, with 
a right to speak;

— development of more solid forms of wor­
king relationship, at the local or regional levels, 
between those who exercise episcope in the two 
churches so that even now they can speak and 
act jointly where conscience does not require 
them to speak and act separately;

— creation in a country or a region of con­
ciliar organs for the exchange of experiences and 
for common consultation in order to arrive at 
common decisions in such matters as evangeliza­
tion, social service, public responsibility, etc.

122. Also in these preliminary forms or steps 
on the way to joint exercise of the episcope, the 
main point will always be interrelating of both 
dimensions of the process, i.e., mutual recogni­
tion and joint exercise of the ministries, in which 
the participation and active cooperation of the 
entire ecclesial community should also be en­
sured.

7. Initial Act of Recognition

123. If a fundamental consensus is reached on 
faith, sacramental life and ordained ministry 
such that remaining differences between Catholics 
and Lutherans no longer can appear as church 
dividing, and reciprocal doctrinal condemnations 
no longer have any basis, then a mutual act of 
recognition should certainly follow.

124. This act entails a recognition of the fun­
damental consensus which is ecclesially binding 
and, at the same time, a mutual recognition that 
in the other church the church of Jesus Christ 
is actualized. It declares and confirms the will



of both churches to relate to each other as church­
es of Jesus Christ and to live in full fellowship 
(communio ecclesiarum). Concerning the com­
mon ministry needed for full church fellowship, 
this means:

— on the Catholic side affirmation of the exist­
ence in the Lutheran churches of the ministry 
instituted by Christ in his church while at the 
same time pointing to a lack of fullness of the 
ordained ministry as a defectus which, for the 
sake of church fellowship, has jointly to be over­
come;

— an enabling and concurrent authoritative 
beginning of a joint exercise of episcone which 
progressively brings about and implies fellowship 
in the fully structured ordained ministry.

125. The act of recognition should be appro­
priate to the binding, ecclesial and integral cha­
racter of the process of realizing church fellow­
ship. To it belong a binding confessional declara­
tion and an appropriate liturgical celebration in 
which, if possible, the first joint ordination should 
be hold, thus marking the beginning of the joint 
exercise of episcope.

Church fellowship begun in this manner opens 
possibilities of sacramental and particularly 
eucharistic fellowship, the modalities of which 
have to be clarified on the Catholic side accord­
ing to the existing canon law.165

126. Church fellowship between Catholics and 
Lutherans is ultimately sought as a fellowship 
between the whole Catholic Church and the to­
tality of the Lutheran churches. Any act of initial 
recognition—whether it involves the churches at 
the local, regional, national or international le­
vels—must have this as its goal.

On the Lutheran side, in view of these con­
siderations, the relevant decisions would be taken 
by the independent churches (for example, Lan- 
deskirchen or national churches, or their associa­
tions). In this respect forms must be found which 
ensure that action is being taken in solidarity 
with the other churches of the Lutheran com­
munion.

On the Catholic side note must be taken of 
the requirements of the episcopate as a whole. 
Depending on the circumstances at any given time 
local bishops, bishops of a church province or an 
episcopal conference would have to take primary 
responsibility. If a positive judgment is arrived 
at, the act of initial recognition must occur in 
cooperation with the Pope, because such an act 
concerns the whole Catholic Church. On the basis 
of his particular responsibility for the unity of 
Christians and the fellowship of the churches, 
it is the task of the Pope to approve or encourage 
such a local act in the name of the Catholic 
Church.

8. A Single “Episcopé” in Collegial Form

127. The common exercise of episcopd, includ­
ing ordaining—made possible by the recognition 
of ministries—,through which community of faith 
and sacraments between Lutherans and Catholics 
becomes structured church fellowship, will ini­
tially take the shape of a single episcope exercised 
in collegial form.

In places where they exist together the church­
es would provide for themselves a single epis­
copate in collegial form. It would go beyond all 
preliminary forms of parallel or partial joint exer­
cise of  episcopé ,  but  without  merging  the two 
episcopates . This  single  episcopate  would at  the  same time  ensure  necessary  unity and legitimate  diversity . 
What  is  foreseen  is  a  form  of  local  church  in which 
our  churches  would truly be  one without having been 
absorbed . This  is  the case , for example , with  the united  churches of the East (see nos . 35-40 above ), 
and is the intention of  the  model  of  “unity in reconciled 
diversity ”  (see  nos . 31 -34  above ). 166

 In  such  a
 situation , the  Catholic  or  Lutheran  congregations

 would preserve  their  existing  links  with their
 

bishop. 
Moreover , the  collegial  exercise

 
of

 
episcope

 
in  a

 region or  a  country  can be  furthered  by the
 

presence
 of  a  regional  primate  to whom

 
his

 
episcopal

 
colleagues

 grant  certain  privileges , as
 

for
 

example , convening 
and  chairing  of

 
an  assembly , or

 
under

 
certain 

conditions , representation  of
 

the
 

church  of
 

the
 

region 
or  country vis-a-vis civil authorities.167

128. Such a
 
form

 
of

 
jointly exercised episcope

 is
 

most
 

readily derived from
 

the
 

ductus
 

of
 

the
 preceding considerations, commends

 
itself

 
on the

 basis
 

of
 

the
 

nature
 

of
 

the
 

growing understanding 
and convergence

 
between Catholics

 
and Luthe­

rans, and corresponds
 

most
 

clearly and honestly 
to the

 
mutual

 
recognition of

 
ministries

 
already 

set forth.
This

 
form

 
of

 
jointly exercised episcope

 
in also 

in basic
 

agreement
 

with the
 

understanding of
 

the
 unity of

 
the

 
local

 
church as

 
it

 
was

 
held and prac­

tised in the Early Church:
The

 
unity of

 
the

 
local

 
church found expression 

in the
 
Early Church through a

 
single

 
bishop exer­

cising jurisdiction in one
 

and the
 

same
 

territo­

ry.168 The catholicity and apostolicity of the 
church as well as its unity was thus to be de­
monstrated and preserved.

Neither face nor language nor class nor any 
other human condition can be the principle of 
church unity. The “localness” of the church, link­
ed with a single bishop, makes clear that thereby 
Christians are one with each other and that, on 
the basis of one faith and one baptism, they gather 
around one eucharist. This eucharist is always 
celebrated in unity with the bishop.



129. There are, therefore, multiple reasons for 
the traditional principle of a single bishop in one 
local church. However in a situation in which 
—as in ours—the concern is the realization of 
church fellowship between hitherto separated 
churches, forms of local church structure seem 
possible which ensure and testify to the unity, 
catholicity and apostolicity of these churches 
without in each case being presided over by only 
one single bishop.

130. That does not exclude the question whe­
ther, following the creation of the common mi­
nistry to which the jointly exercised episcope 
would lead (see chapter 9 below), there can or 
shall be also other forms of jointly exercised 
episcope than the collegial one (see chapter 10 
below).

131 Whatever the precise procedures for the 
common exercise of episcope may be, the nature 
and the content of the decisions to be taken must 
be subject to an evaluation process which could 
extend over several years. On the Catholic side, 
churches engaged in such a process must account 
before the whole Catholic Church for their ini­
tiatives, the difficulties encountered, and their po­
sitive experiences. Other Catholic churches, in 
contact with Lutheran churches somewhere in 
the world, will listen to them attentively. The in­
dispensable discussion partner for them will be 
the Roman See because of its special role within 
the Catholic Church.

9. Transition from Joint Exercise of “Episcopé”  
to a Common Ordained Ministry

132. The joint exercise of the ministry of epi­
scope, which includes ordaining, leads to the 
gradual establishment of a common ordained mi­
nistry.

133. The formation of the ordained church 
ministry would be the result of individual ordi­
nations which would take place whenever there 
is a candidate to ordain. All neighbouring bi­
shops, Lutherans and Catholics, on the basis of 
the jointly exercised episcope would ordain the 
new minister together. At the end of this pro­
cess—within a reasonable space of time—the com­
mon ordained ministry would be realized.

134. Each of these ordinations must be under­
stood and undertaken as an event which is at the 
same time  a)  confessional , b)  epicletic , c)  communal 
and d) juridical:

a) At the moment of taking up his ministry, 
the new minister confesses the apostolic faith be­
fore the entire worshipping community which, 
together with the Catholic and Lutheran bishops 
(or other ministers exercising episcope) present 
on that occasion, witnesses to the correctness of 
his faith.

b) The entire action of ordination is embrac­
ed by the invocation of the Holy Spirit by the 
whole worshipping community.169 Within this li­
turgical action the gift of the spirit, necessary 
for the exercise of the ministry, is imparted 
through the imposition of hands by the Catholic 
and Lutheran bishops.

c) Not everything, however, can depend on the 
common imposition of hands. The whole con­
gregation is also involved. It could in one way 
or another participate in the election of the or­
dained. As a rule, members of the church or 
congregation testify to the faith and morals of 
the candidate. The church or congregation for 
which the minister is being ordained, engages 
in an act of acceptance (reception). Finally, or­
dination also concerns the fellowship among the 
churches since it is one of the tasks of those or­
dained to further this fellowship.

d) Ordination sets one immediately into the 
service of the church and confers the authority 
inherent in such service. In the Catholic Church 
a new bishop has to be appointed or confirmed 
by the Pope. As various current concordats indi­
cate, or as in the election of the patriarchs of 
the united churches of the East, the Catholic 
Church can adopt various procedures that do not 
necessarily eventuate in direct appointment.

135. It must be clearly understood that at stake 
in ioint ordinations by Catholic and Lutheran 
bishops is a gift of grace of the Holy Spirit re­
ceived in common by Catholics and Lutherans. In 
a confession of gratitude the two partners reco­
gnize together that the common and collegial or­
dained ministry is a gift of the Spirit to the 
apostolic church. At this juncture it would the­
refore be wrong to pose the question of what 
the one partner has given to the other.

136. A common ordained ministry would thus 
grow out of the jointly exercised episcope. This 
transition would be a process which is so irre­
vocably rooted in a truly joint exercise of episcope 
that, should it not take place or be discontinued, 
one could no longer really speak of a jointly 
exercised episcope. Ordination constitutes one of 
the most important functions of episcope.170

137. This transition to a common ordained mi­
nistry is pre-eminently a gift of God. Understood 
as epicletic and confessional events, the ordina­
tions through which our churches receive the mi­
nistry show that this common ordained ministry 
also is not the result of human efforts, but God’s 
gift given through God’s Spirit.

138. The dimension of ecclesial reconciliation 
inherent in this event should be expressed in all 
local congregations through preparation marked 
not only by joy and gratitude, but also by pe­
nitence; both sides confessing their sins against 
koinonia.



139. In this act of reconciliation and peni­
tence, as is generally characteristic of the path we 
have proposed, our churches turn resolutely to­
words the future and leave it to God to judge the 
past. This implies that the time elapsing between 
the reciprocal recognition of ministries and the 
beginning of the jointly exercised episcope on the 
one hand, and the establishing of the common 
ministry on the other be considered or declared 
a time of real but growing and deepening church 
fellowship. It is a period of transition vouchsafed 
by God.171

140. The form described here for realizing a 
common ordained ministry is not intended to 
exclude other forms. Rather, it appears to us to 
be the most appropriate one for the relationship 
between Lutheran churches and the Roman Cath­
olic Church. In filling vacant posts by new ordi­
nations one avoids problems which could encum­
ber other procedures which have been discussed 
or could allow for misinterpretations:

a) Reordination: Its problems are not only 
terminological: one would properly speak of “or­
dination” in the case of an ordination considered 
null and void. Reordination is primarily a pro­
blem because the church whose ministers were 
newly ordained, would have to admit the inva­
lidity of all previous ordinations.

b) Supplementary Ordination: In view of the 
fact that previous ordinations were intended for 
a particular church and not for the universal 
church, a “supplementary ordination” has been 
considered. The problem here is that existing 
ordinations are not then taken seriously. For the 
Catholic Church, therefore, a “supplementary or­
dination” is inconceivable when it recognizes the 
ordination of a previously separated church, as, 
for example, the Orthodox Church.

c) Act  of  "reconciliation  of  ministries ":  What  is meant  here  is  a  comprehensive  act  of  worship  during 
which  by mutual  imposition  of  hands  forgiveness is asked and the  Holy Spirit  is  invoked  in prayer that it would grant  to all  the  gifts  they need. The problematic of  such  a  broad  act  of  “reconciliation  of ministries ” derives  from  its  ambiguity and, consequently, from its unclarity . Is  there implicitly  an  ordination  or a supplementary  ordination ? Is the validity  of previous ordina­ tions taken seriously?

d) Mutual commissioning: If previous ordina­
tions in the other church are considered valid, a mutual commissioning of ordained ministers would be conceivable in order to achieve a com­
mon church ministry. The problematic here is that this would be a mere administrative act while the establishment of a ministerial fellow­
ship cannot be reduced to a legal action. More­
over, mutual commissioning would be an act among ordained ministers with no attention to 
the role of the people of God.

141. For the transition period the way pro­
posed makes it imperative to determine precisely 
the juridical status of the jointly ordained as well 
as of those bishops and ministers (presbyters) 
not yet jointly ordained.

10. Exercise of the Common Ordained Ministry

142. After the realization of a common ordain­
ed ministry, the exercise of the episcopate need 
not be uniform for each place. Specific historical, 
social and cultural situations, as well as the di­
versity of spiritual traditions, can speak in favour 
of exercising that ministry in different ways. Ac­
cording to local circumstances, one can imagine 
at least three forms of the exercise of the epis­
copate and, consequently, of a truly united local 
church:

143. First Form: A Single Episcope in Collegial 
Form.

In this case the mode of exercising the epis­
cope, already practised during the transition pe­
riod, would be continued (see nos. 119-122 above).

144. Second Form: A Single Bishop for Dif­
ferent Structured Parishes.

Parishes which differ on the basis of their 
spiritual and theological traditions live under one 
bishop who cares for the fellowship among them 
and also protects their legitimate differences. 
Thus in the united evangelical Landeskirchen of 
Germany, for example, there are Reformed and 
Lutheran parishes which have a common bishop 
or church president and are subject to a com­
mon church authority. Also Catholic Armenians 
or Maronites living under a bishop of the Latin 
rite have the possibility of maintaining their re­
ligious identity outside their native country by 
having their own parishes. In the framework of 
church fellowship a similar practice would be 
conceivable between Catholics and Lutherans.

145. Third Form: Merger.
The churches unite into a single church in 

which the parishes are also merged. The merged 
church would have only a single bishop. This 
form which is foreseen, for example, by the model 
of “organic union” (see nos. 16-18 above) seems 
legitimate and feasible—if it is desired—especially 
in the case of churches which live in a non-Chris- 
tian environment.172

11. Indivisibility of “Koinonia”

146. The realization of church fellowship in 
which community of faith and community in the 
sacraments attain ecclesial shape confronts both 
Lutherans and Catholics with the question of the 



indivisibility of the koinonia, even though the 
problem does not present itself in a completely 
symmetrical manner for the two sides.

147. From the Lutheran point of view: If a 
Lutheran church enters into full fellowship with 
the Catholic Church, it does not mean:

a) that this church enters ipso facto into fel­
lowship with those churches which are already 
in fellowship with the Catholic Church;

b)  that  this  Lutheran  church  forgoes  ipso facto  its
 fellowship with the  other  Lutheran churches  and with 

other  churches  not  in fellowship  with  the  Catholic 
Church;

c) that  the  remaining  Lutheran  churches , in 
fellowship  with this  church but  not  with the  Cath­ olic Church , enter  ipso  facto  into  fellowship  with  the Catholic  Church or  renounce  their  fellowship with this 
church.173

But it does mean:
a) that for this church the question of fellow­

ship with those churches which are in fellowship 
with the Catholic Church is raised on a new level, 
under new presuppositions and with greater ur­
gency than previously;

b)
 
that

 
this

 
church  affirms

 
as

 
its

 
task  and  res ­

ponsibility  working  towards
 

fellowship  of
 

all
 

other
 

Lutheran churches with the Catholic Church;
c)

 
that

 
the

 
remaining Lutheran churches

 
also 

consider
 

and affirm
 

the
 

possibility of
 

a
 

fellowship 
with the

 
Catholic

 
Church as

 
their

 
own possibility 

to a greater extent than previously.

148. On the
 

Catholic
 

side
 

this
 

question arises:
 

is
 

it
 

possible
 

for
 

the
 

Catholic
 

Church to be
 

in 
full

 
fellowship with a

 
church which is

 
itself

 
in 

fellowship with another
 

church with which the
 

Catholic Church is not in fellowship?
Only a

 
few

 
insignificant

 
historical

 
precedents

 

can be
 

cited:
 

in the
 

Early Church, for
 

example, 
perhaps

 
the

 
schism

 
of

 
Meletius

 
of

 
Antioch and 

the
 

special
 

position of
 

Saint
 

Basil;
 

in more
 

recent
 

times
 

(seventeenth/eighteenth century)
 

fellowship 
with Orthodox church groups

 
of

 
the

 
Greek islands

 

without
 

these
 

churches
 

becoming united church­
es. A

 
remote

 
analogy is

 
the

 
mutual

 
admission 

to the
 

eucharist
 

in emergency situations
 

by the
 

Patriarchate
 

of
 

Moscow
 

and the
 

Catholic
 

Church 
without

 
this

 
agreement

 
being extended to the

 

whole Orthodox Church.
Whatever

 
historical

 
precedents

 
there

 
may be, 

it
 

is
 

especially necessary to answer
 

authoritatively 
the

 
questions

 
raised above. In doing so, it

 
is

 

assumed:
a)

 
that

 
the

 
third church holds

 
no doctrines

 

which clearly contradict central truths of faith;
b)

 
that, even if

 
there

 
is

 
agreement

 
in the

 

central
 

truths
 

of
 

faith, this
 

church and its
 

mem­
bers

 
are

 
not

 
admitted ipso facto

 
to the

 
eucharist

 

in the whole Catholic Church.

Future Perspective

149. At the end of our description of how to 
achieve Catholic-Lutheran church fellowship 
many questions still remain open. The origins 
and the history of our ecclesial separation are 
too complex for us to be able to describe clearly 
and without ambiguity the process of overcom­
ing it. Only as we continue along the road which 
we have started together will the obscurity disap­
pear and answers be found to still open questions. 
We are sure to find in our churches many partners 
who will accompany us on this road with ad­
ditions and corrections, encouragement and reas­
surance.

We hope to find also in other churches people 
who accompany us on this road. It could be that 
our reflections will help them just as we have 
received and continue to expect valuable impulses 
from them. Even as our efforts have their pre­
suppositions in specific Catholic-Lutheran reali­
ties and have their goal in Catholic-Lutheran 
church fellowship, still we must not lose sight 
of the task and the aim of wider Christian unity. 
It is our deep conviction that each individual step 
towards unity must be understood as a step taken 
towards the unity of all churches.

This unity remains always “a blessing of the 
Triune God, a work which he accomplishes, by 
means he choses, in ways he determines”.174 Con­
sciousness of that has been strengthened and 
deepened in us in the course of efforts to describe 
our common path. Seen in this way, all our reflec­
tions are a prayer to the Lord who knows ways 
which surpass our vision and are beyond our 
power.
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