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One Hope, One Church

One Hope, One Church!

Rowan Williams

1. Hope and Responsibility

In Eph. 4, we are told that as Christians we have one hope as we have one
Lord, one faith and one baptism, one God and Father. To have one hope is
the sign of our one calling, so it appears in this passage. And the common
life of the Body of Christ which is discussed in this chapter of Ephesians
is clearly manifest in the unity of our hope. Do we need to say, then, that
the unity of Christians becomes most visible when Christians visibly share
one hope? And what does sharing one hope mean?

The rest of this section of Ephesians gives us a powerful clue. We
are called together so that we may grow together towards the fullness of
humanity that is Jesus Christ. To have one hope is to move away from
the “childish™ state in which we are blown around by the motivations,
thoughts or ideas of the moment or by the manipulation of others. Maturity
1s possessing some kind of steady identity — having settled conviction and
purposes, and having some awareness of what it is that each has to give
into the common life of the community of believers. What we hope for
is a humanity in which human gifts flow together, in which the strength
of each is resourced from the strength of others, and the strength of each
is offered for the strength of others. The one hope is inseparable from the
nourishing of diverse strengths. It is about helping each other to become
as fully adult in belief and activity as each can be.

In this light, we could say that our one hope was connected with our
responsibility to and for each other. In the new creation, in the universe
redefined by Christ, no-one reaches or enjoys maturity in isolation; to
grow up is not to reach independence in the abstract but to arrive at that
kind of understanding of yourself and others that enables you to direct
your resource — inner and outer — to the other, taking responsibility for
their nurture as they do for yours. The person who has grown up in Christ
and “into” Christ, as the text of Ephesians puts it, is someone whose iden-
tity is clear and strong; but the clarity involves recognising inescapable
dependence on others and responsibility for them. The false doctrine and

| An authorized German translation of this address has been published in: Okume-
nische Rundschau 55 (2006), pp. 535-544.
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manipulation from which we hope to be delivered as we grow into matu-
rity must therefore mean teaching that encourages us to see ourselves as
isolated units, isolated from Christ and each other, and manipulation that
makes us serve the individual goals of another person or party and so de-
nies the reality of mutual grace and receiving from each other.

I have emphasised this dimension of responsibility as inseparable from
hope partly because it gives some specific embodiment to what we hope
for, partly to honour the great theologian whose centenary of birth we
celebrate in 2006. For Dietrich Bonhoeffer, responsibility was the key to
all ethics and all Christian anthropology. This conviction in Bonhoeffer
was rooted in his belief that the essence of Christ’s own identity and work
was to be found in “representative action”, Stellvertretung. Christ stands
in our place; all he does is done on our behalf. His perfect obedience is
lived out in life and death so that we may live, and for no other purpose,
certainly for no individual purpose. But if that is the life he lives, then the
life that comes into existence through him must likewise be marked by the
same representative quality. He writes in his Ethics: “All that human be-
ings were supposed to live, do, and suffer was fulfilled in him. In this real
vicarious representative action, in which his human existence consists, he
is the responsible human being par excellence. Since he is life, all of life
through him is destined to be vicarious representative action.”?

So to be in Christ is to be committed to this action for the sake of each
other and for the world; the hope of our calling is the hope of this mutuality
whose full possibility is given by the one faith and one baptism into our
one Lord. It is worth noting that Bonhoeffer does not imagine that this will
produce an automatically harmonious ethics within a peaceful society. He
speaks of responsible action as action that is willing to risk being “guilty™
—that is, to risk the consequence of a refusal of action that is based on your
desire to remain separate from a guilty and compromised human situation.
Christ himself becomes guilty in the sense precisely that he will not hold
himself apart from the world in which human beings are burdened by
guilt, by choices that always have about them the risk and often the real-
ity of hurt or failure. We must be ready to face this, to act in ways that are
sometimes not in accord with what would make us feel securely “good”.

2 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics (Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 6), Minneapolis MN: Augs-
burg Fortress Press, 2005, pp. 258-9 (German original: Ethik, Miinchen: Kaiser, 1949,
p- 175).

3 Ibid., p. 272. For the following: ibid., pp. 272-89.
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Does this mean acting against your conscience? asks Bonhoeffer; no,
because conscience is always that which seeks to restore us to being at one
with ourselves, at peace with ourselves, and for the Christian it is always in
relation to Christ that we find this oneness with ourselves, not in the con-
fidence that we have satisfactorily kept the law. Our Christian adulthood
involves the willingness to expose all we do to Jesus Christ, not to an ab-
stract principle; knowing that this may mean accepting our involvement in
situations that are morally complex, that we shall be associated, however
we try not to be, with decisions and actions that will not look universally
and obviously good. What we hope for is not a clear conscience in the
sense of a satisfying account of our moral standing, but the courage to face
our imperfection, our faulty judgement and our guilt, in faithfulness to
Jesus, accepting his call to repentance and dependence on his mercy. That
courage becomes another witness to the call to Stellvertretung: we do not
act for ourselves, but for and in Jesus and for and with the world’s need.

2. Responsibility and the Life of the Churches

On this basis, the life of any particular church becomes recognisably and
distinctively Christian when it is marked by this taking of responsibility
for each other. This is the ground of our quest for a theological perspec-
tive that questions both absolute local independence for all churches and
excessive centralism. Only Jesus Christ can stand for the whole human
race, exercising that representative role which changes what is possible for
all human beings. Once that is done, what remains for Christ’s Church is
the work of mutual nourishment and mutual dependence, as St Paul con-
sistently describes it, the work of what we might call, in the fullest sense,
Catholic discipleship. And this should make clear to us that the alterna-
tive in the church’s life to centralised authority is not uncoordinated local
initiative but the interwoven life of diverse communities offering their
strength to each other’s weakness.

Both Anglicans and Old Catholics have worked from this theologi-
cal starting point. They have seen the historic sacramental ministry they
share as the expression of mutual responsibility. If the sharing of sacra-
mental recognition is simply an acknowledgement of different churches
meeting a single set of abstract criteria for acceptability, it is not very
obviously connected with the Good News and the new creation in Christ.
But if it is a recognition that another ecclesial body fully shares the visible
commitment to be part of the same fellowship of exchange, of mutual re-

209



Rowan Williams

sponsibility, it is a declaration of one of the central convictions of biblical
faith. This is why, despite all the difficulties and frustrations that are to
be seen in the wider ecumenical scene, the quest for mutual sacramental
recognition and “full visible unity” in ministerial communion remains
so significant. For both our bodies, “communion” cannot be either a nar-
rowly “spiritual” or internal aspiration; nor can it be a simple institutional
homogeneity.

It is especially hard to sustain this vision in our contemporary world
and Church. The appeal to plurality is an ingrained part of our culture, and
mutual tolerance is seen as the highest of virtues; so the character of our
responsibility to each other can be deeply problematic. In reaction to this,
it is tempting to seek for clearer marks of institutional unity or control.
Although I do not want to spend time discussing the details of our current
difficulties in the Anglican Communion, it would not, I think, be wrong to
see them as illustrating just this point. The unrestrained autonomy of local
churches is seen by quite a few in the Anglican world as an absolute value;
others want to see a far more confessionally “pure” church emerging.
But to both parties my question remains, “How do our structures express
responsibility to each other?” I do not believe we can rest content with
co-existence only, never mind the open rivalry which in our consumerist
world always accompanies plurality. And at the very least, we are being
called into a more visible and robust exercise of responsibility for each
other through the continuing and deeply significant networks in the Com-
munion that seek precisely to share responsibility in the context of global
poverty and need.

Communion is an ethical matter as much as an ecclesial theme; if it
fails to be the former, it will have no credibility as the latter. In a recent col-
lection of documents from the Lutheran World Federation on Communion,
Responsibility, Accountability, Karen Bloomquist argues that Luther’s
understanding of ethical action as empowered by the indwelling Christ
commits us to a “communion’ ethic, standing before God and before our
fellow human beings in responsibility; such an ethic, she writes, requires
us to challenge any human form of society that takes itself for granted as
“natural or inevitable™, in the name of a fully relational understanding

4 Karen L. Bloomquist, “Communion, Responsibility, Accountability”, in: eadem
(ed.), Communion, Responsibility, Accountability: Responding as a Lutheran Com-
munion to Neoliberal Globalization (LWF Documentation, 50), Geneva 2004, pp.
261-88, here p. 271.
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of human existence. Referring to the same ideas of Bonhoeffer that I have
already summarised, she goes on to show how this sort of ethic enables
responsibility also in the sense of a freedom to respond in a truthful way
to the situation of others>.

Living in responsible communion means being in some way separated
from any simply local or self-regarding understanding of who you are and
what you need. It is therefore one of those means of grace which permits
you to see more of the truth of the other and so to respond with greater
freedom and a more transforming love — since it is the indwelling Christ
whose action is thus set free, not just the goodwill of an individual or hu-
man group. To return to our starting point for a moment, this means that
in responsible communion we are able to find a unity of hope because we
are obliged to question any apparently self-evident hope that we begin
with, so as to discover in mutuality the hope that belongs properly to our
calling — our calling, not our ideas or ideals, the future that Christ alone
sees and rules.

Our churches, then, witness not only to a pattern of ecclesiastical or-
ganisation that tries to offer a sensible and pragmatic middle way between
localism and centralism, but to something we believe to be fundamental
in the economy (literally and metaphorically) of the new humanity in
Christ. As the great Anglican thinker John Neville Figgis said nearly a
century ago, there is no point in having a theory of the church that is about
interdependence and mutuality and diffused authority if your politics are
authoritarian and oppressive — and equally no point in professing a demo-
cratic politics and defending an authoritarian Church. It is most certainly
not the case that a true doctrine of the Church is simply “democratic”
in the modern sense; the modern meaning of “representative” speaking
or acting which is part of the democratic process is a long way from the
representation we have been considering theologically. But this Christian
representation does make clear demands on the political world; it means
that we are bound to hold ourselves answerable before God for the human
maturing of those with whom we share both the Church and the planet. If
we as Anglicans and Old Catholics have this in common, and believe that
we hold this in consequence of our doctrine of the Church, we shall have
a clearer sense of what we, with our diverse traditions, have to offer in the
Europe that 1s coming into being. It is to this that I turn next.

5 Ibid., pp. 272-3.
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3. The Church’s Responsibility in Europe

It is obvious that our thinking about the nature of the European Union can
be enriched by the kind of mutually nourishing pluralism we have been
considering in connection with the theological language of our two tradi-
tions. The society of states needs just the same balance between supposed
autonomy and competing self-interests on the one hand and bureaucratic,
rootless centralism on the other as we need in the life of the Church. And if
we are to avoid centralising strategies for economic and social justice, we
have to foster, as Christians, a vision of society within each state that will
realise mutual responsibility and a vision of the community of states that
will produce structures of co-operation and consultation, in economic life
especially, capable of addressing the crises that no isolated state can cope
with — the needs and rights of migrants, the control of the trade in arms,
large and small, ecological pressures, the management of disease preven-
tion as a cross-national concern and so on. If we believe in acommon hope
for humanity and in the possibility and imperative of mutuality in working
towards this hope, we as people of faith are bound to be concerned with
transnational structures in some degree, not out of utopian convictions
about transnational government, but in order to discover how we specifi-
cally and concretely take responsibility for all the things that are beyond
any definition of national interest alone.

Our churches are indeed minority bodies in mainland Europe; but they
are minorities holding a supremely significant part of the common Eu-
ropean Christian tradition that has too often been overlaid by centralism
or by nationalism. Neither Anglican nor Old Catholic language has been
free at times from local and cultural loyalties that have little to do with
theology (this is especially so for the Church of England); but they have
also clung to a conciliar, communion-focused account of how the church
is both local and global which would have been understandable in the
Middle Ages and was so often a casualty on both sides of the Reformation
divide. Tt is why both our traditions have found it relatively congenial to
discuss the doctrine of the Church with our Orthodox brothers and sisters.
And in the continuing conversation with our Roman Catholic brothers and
sisters about the charism of a primatial ministry that serves conciliar unity,
the conversation requested in Ut Unum Sint, this 1s part of the heritage out
of which we speak.

It could be argued that now more than ever in modern Europe’s history,
the continent is in need of an intellectually serious foundation for its own
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liberal identity. Enlightenment universalism has not worn well — largely
because it was almost at once swallowed up in uncritical nationalism, in
a rhetoric of national liberation that in fact systematically undercut its
professed global horizons and generated a new age of war (still continu-
ing). To be able to challenge the ultimate value and unqualified claim to
sovereignty of the nation state without capitulating to a bureaucratic, “Na-
poleonic” universalism is crucial. And here the witness of those churches
that claim Catholic integrity but are suspicious of centralisation — the Or-
thodox Churches as well as our own — has a potentially powerful role in
helping Europe to think through what might be involved in a politics of
mutual responsibility for which the old absolutes of sovereignty are not
taken for granted. To take responsibility for each other as states, to take on
the Bonhoefferian role of representation for each other is to recognise that
the political problems most acute in our societies and often least attended
to are those that transcend national boundaries.

Needless to say, a politics of responsibility in Europe becomes also a
politics of responsibility in the wider world. If Europe takes responsibility
clearly and effectively for its liberal and critical political tradition, and if
it does so not in the name of some mathematically self-evident Enlighten-
ment humanism but in the awareness of the Christian and ecclesial roots of
this tradition, it will know more clearly what it has to say to other cultural
contexts. This is not about exporting unarguable political wisdom to a
benighted world of failed and corrupt states, let alone enforcing it by ill-
considered military intervention. It means becoming more articulate about
the arguments for participatory politics, the right kind of public secularity
(able and willing to work with a variety of religious bodies, not relegat-
ing them to the private sphere), freedom of conscience, the guarantees of
a space not determined by the state. The intellectual tradition of one sort
of liberal Catholicism, represented of course by Doellinger in Germany
and Acton in Britain, held that only the presence of a constitutionally free
Church in the state really made space for other sorts of intellectual and
political liberty, simply by insisting on freedoms that were not delegated
by government but were inherent in the religious body. If Europe can learn
to tell that story about its history, it will know better why its history matters
to the rest of humanity. And while it is certainly a bold claim to say that our
minority voices are capable of giving substantial input to this relearning of
identity, no less capable in some ways than our larger Catholic and Prot-
estant partners, it is not nonsense. Certain things have undoubtedly been
forgotten in the mainstream theological history of the modern churches;

213



Rowan Williams

these have been — for a variety of reasons — given more breathing space in
our traditions. We do not have magical answers for Europe’s problems, but
we have some good questions to ask and a solid ecclesial vision to back up
such questions — the vision of that free and risky willingness to stand for
and stand with each other before God, so that all may have life.

4. Conclusion

The fragmentation of our world means that, for much of the time, we
behave as though human beings were not in fact called to one hope. From
the Western vantage point, our global politics and economics work as if
the good of one part of the human race had nothing to do with that of the
whole of humanity — and the suffering of one part equally had nothing to
do with the rest of the world. We tolerate astonishing and shocking levels
of inequality, within and between societies; we effectively write off tracts
of humanity, especially in Africa, as beyond economic redemption; we
shy away from the major challenge that affects us all, the environmental
crisis, as if we were not bound together in a limited and vulnerable ma-
terial world. We manage to live with the fiction that only some human
beings will have to meet the cost of economic injustice and ecological
devastation.

Against all this, the proclamation of a single hope is a word of judge-
ment and challenge. We are being told that in relation to the unique hu-
manity of the historical individual Jesus of Nazareth all may find fulfil-
ment — but also that they find this fulfilment in relation to all those others
called into hope. The task that faces the institution of Christ’s church in
history is to embody the mutual responsibility that this means; it is the task
of opening ourselves to Christ in the other and offering Christ to the other.
It is also, concretely, the task of modelling for our states and societies what
1s the optimal and God-given form of human relatedness — within our own
nation, between the nations of Europe, between the wealthy and the “de-
veloping” world (to use what is so often a derisory misnomer).

The ecclesial tradition we share as Anglicans and Old Catholics is one
in which this institutional embodiment has the form of consent to com-
mon life and sacramental exchange. Our temptation is always to weaken
the sense of unity that belongs in this context, to settle for something less
than a true communion — a standing with and for each other in Christ,
the taking of representative responsibility after the image of the incar-
nate Lord. Cardinal Kasper has written that “local churches are not subdi-
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visions, simple departments, emanations or provinces of the one Church,
but neither is the one Church the sum of local churches, nor just the result
of their association, their mutual recognition™®. A doctrine of the Church
that assumes what I have been trying to sketch is one that fully accepts
this double caution. The local churches, the particular episcopal fellow-
ships that make up our respective international structures (like those of
the Eastern Churches), are certainly not “franchises” of a prior universal
organisation. But equally, to speak of mutuality as I have done is not to
say that it is simply mutual relation on the human level that creates or
constitutes the Church’s unity. Mutual representative responsibility is an
acknowledgement of the innate need, even the poverty, of every local and
particular Christian community, considered from the human point of view,
and of the indwelling Christ in each community who is giving his gifts to
others. What we recognise in each other is not simply a structure, a legiti-
mate pattern, but Christ; and whatever central structures and ministries
exist in the Church must be there to serve this level of recognition.

Everything thus depends upon the sequence spelled out in our text
from Ephesians. We are one Body — one diversified, interdependent form
of life — animated by one Spirit — one divine agency bestowed upon us to
free us to pray. We thus recognise one hope, depending on the single call-
ing we have together received from the one Lord; we respond with one
act of trust and self-commitment to the divine Source of all, which we are
now enabled to address with the intimacy of a child. And in that childlike
intimacy, we learn the maturity we need, Christ’s own fullness and liberty;
we become free from manipulation and shallow instability. All serious
thinking about the Church’s structures and the Church’s engagement in the
world begins here and must return here for testing and discernment. Our
own identity as Catholic communities must be defended on this ground,
not out of any reactive inherited anti-papalism, nor as a pragmatic middle
way. In all humility, we need to be able to say that our structures and cul-
ture are our gift to the universal Church, our way of living out our one hope
in the midst of human diversity; and we invite our brothers and sisters of
other confession and traditions to be open to this, as we seek to be open to
what God has given them.

Copyright: Rowan Williams (2006)

& Walter Kasper, That They May All Be One: The Call to Unity Today, New York:
Continuum, 2004, p. 68.
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Zusammenfassung

Der Autor verbindet die Aussage in Eph 4, dass Christen eine Hoffnung haben,
mit der Verantwortung fiireinander, die Dietrich Bonhoeffer in seiner «Ethik»
als «Stellvertretung» gekennzeichnet hat. In Jesus Christus ist diese Stellver-
tretung, die auch das Schuldigwerden nicht scheut, im vollsten Sinne verwirk-
licht. Stellvertretung bedeutet nach Williams, «dass wir nicht fiir uns selbst, son-
dern fiir und in Jesus und fiir und mit der Not der Welt handeln». Dies fiihrt
der Autor im Hinblick auf die durch die «Bonner Vereinbarung» iibernommene
Verantwortung von Altkatholiken und Anglikanern fiireinander sowie im Hin-
blick auf die Verantwortung der Kirche in Europa niher aus. Durch die Ubernah-
me von Verantwortung wird das Leben einer Kirche entscheidend christlich. Es
setzt ein miteinander verwobenes Leben verschiedener Gemeinschaften voraus.
Die hieraus entstehende «Gemeinschaft» (communion) ist sowohl ein kirchliches
als auch ein ethisches Thema, es geht um eine «Ethik der Gemeinschaft» und
eine «Politik der Verantwortung». Die konziliare, gemeinschaftsorientierte Auf-
fassung iiber die Kirche und das damit verbundene Modell kirchlicher Organisa-
tion, das die altkatholischen und die anglikanischen Kirchen (gemeinsam mit den
orthodoxen Kirchen) bewahrt haben, kann Williams zufolge von grosser Be-
deutung sein fiir das zukiinftige Europa und in der weiteren Welt; er sieht es
zudem als Gabe fiir die weltweite Kirche an. (AB)

The Most Revd Dr. Rowan Williams (geb. 1950 in Swansea), D.Phil. D.D.,
FBA, ist seit 2003 Erzbischof von Canterbury. 1980-1986 war er Lecturer
in Divinity in Cambridge und 19861992 Lady Margaret Professor of Di-
vinity und Canon Residentiary of Christ Church in Oxford. 1991 wurde er
zum Bischof von Monmouth (Wales) gewdhlt und 1992 konsekriert, 1999 zum
Archbishop of Wales gewdhlt und 2000 als solcher eingesetzt.

Adresse: Lambeth Palace, London, SE 1 7JU, UK.
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