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Dedication 

 

In this Centenary year of the World Missionary Conference in Edinburgh 

(1910), this book is dedicated to all those pioneers of Christian Unity 

throughout the history of the Church who, beyond narrow interests and 

prejudices, glimpsed the vision of the body of Christ worshipping, witnessing 

and serving together in the Kingdom of God as Christ intended. 

 

óThese were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had 

been promised.
  
God had planned something better for us so that only together 

with us would they be made perfect.ô 

 Hebrews 11.39-40 ANIV 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

 

 

Driffield is a little country town in East Yorkshire. Nobody could claim it to be the centre of 

the universe, but it became the place where, as a young airman on National Service, I caught 

a glimpse of a little bit of heaven on earth.  

 

Just slightly over 50 years ago I was posted to Driffield RAF station. I had only recently 

come to follow Jesus as Saviour and Lord, and had been baptised at a Brethren Assembly in 

the south of England. After training as a high-frequency direction-finder (a trade already out 

of date because of the coming of radar) I found myself on a little team in the Signals Section 

trying to give directions to aircraft by Morse code, stuck in a hut in a turnip field at the edge 

of an airfield where pilots were trained fly Vampire and Gloster Meteor jets. 

 

On my first Sunday at my new station I set out to find a company of Christians whom I was 

told worshipped in a certain street in the town. I remember it was a beautiful July morning as 

I donned ócivviesô, baggy flannels and a tweed jacket, and left my smoky billet of twenty 

men, some enjoying a long lie-in despite the continuous music from a rather raucous 

amplifier.  

 

I cut across a path from the perimeter track of the airfield and found a field path leading down 

to a stream. I had been told that the path was a short-cut into the town and soon it led by a 

little bridge through poplar trees, their masses of silver leaves shimmering in the sunlight, on 

to cottages and then to a street of Victorian houses, mellow-bricked with pantile roofs. 

 

It was quite easy to find the place I had been directed to as the town was small and the street 

was a wide one leading off the main thoroughfare. I didnôt know what kind of building the 

meeting was held in, but I seemed to feel it would not be of a typical Nonconformist kind. On 

a gate leading into a builderôs yard was a small board with the words Gospel Hall on it. I 

walked into the yard feeling sure this was it. On the left was a low, one-storey structure with 

a pipe-chimney sticking out from its tiled roof.  

 

I lifted the latch on the door and entered a small porch. An overcoat hung on a peg. Ahead 

was a door with a clouded glass panel in it and a big, round, brass doorknob. Slowly I turned 

the knob and stepped into the meeting place. Sunlight streamed through plain glass windows 

on the right, lighting up a pure white tablecloth which was being laid out on a sturdy polished 

oak table by an old gentleman.  

 

The sunlight touched his white hair, as white as the cloth. He was thin, red-faced, with a 

disciplined white moustache. His eyes sparkled with life as he looked up and greeted me. 

óHullo, young man.ô I explained that I was a Christian airman and wanted to óremember the 

Lord Jesusô (that was an expression I had learned from the folk where I had been baptised). 

He assured me that I was very welcome and invited me to sit on one of the heavy, dark 

wooden benches set in a square round the table. 

 

We talked of this and that while the old gentleman took out of a cupboard a metal plate and a 

cup. He then went into the porch and rummaged in the pockets of the coat hanging there for a 

small, brown paper packet, out of which he produced a barm cake, a little round piece of 
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bread, nicely browned on top. He placed this on the plate on the table.  From the cupboard he 

drew out a bottle of wine and poured some into the cup. I looked round the room. The table 

was in front of a small pulpit that was backed by a Bible text: óThat in all things he might 

have the pre-eminenceô (Colossians 1.18). The hard, dark benches filled up the rest of the 

room, which had obviously been a builderôs storeroom at one time, and a large black-leaded 

stove stood solidly in the centre, its shiny pipe leading up into the roof. 

 

Soon a few people began to arrive, mainly middle-aged or elderly, country folk with rugged 

kind faces and welcoming smiles, the ladies with straw hats of various sizes and shapes well 

set on their heads. 

 

I had attended a Brethren óBreaking of Breadô meeting before so I knew that the hour-long 

gathering would be unstructured, with simple, extempore prayers by the men only and 

wistful, devotional hymns sung unaccompanied from a little black book. There was an 

American harmonium in the room but this was not used for the Communion service.    

 

I expected a short homily or mini-sermon to be given by one of the brothers, and this was the 

case this Sunday. The prayers and homily were all centred on the adoration of Christ, 

especially in his dying on the Cross, which was the central theme of most of the hymns in the 

little black book. 

 

After a brother had said an appropriate prayer of thanks ófor the breadô, symbolising the body 

of Christ, the barm cake was passed round the members, each breaking off a piece and eating 

it in silence, symbol of the body of Christ. A different brother gave thanks for the cup of 

wine, symbol of the blood of Christ, which also was passed round the members in silence, 

each sipping from it. (The wine was óreal wineô, not just fruit juice.) 

 

For the rest of my National Service I met with this little group of believers in Jesus and 

wondered why all Christians could not meet in this way, simply and uncluttered.  

 

I attended their mid-week prayer and Bible ministry meetings, often having to listen to 

speakers with droning voices, but with at least something to say relevant to living the 

Christian life. Only the men prayed at these meetings, and to me this seemed odd, as the 

ósistersô, I found, were spiritually perceptive and well instructed in the óthings of Godô.   

 

There was some consternation among the sisters (but no offence taken) when one or two 

young Christian nurses from the local hospital began to attend the meetings (perhaps hearing 

that a few airmen had started to attend the Gospel Hall), and asked why they could not 

contribute to the conversational-style Bible readings, where only the men took part. 

 

We airmen conducted Sunday afternoon classes for children we gathered off the streets. We 

taught them Bible texts; one was Hebrews 13.1, óLet brotherly love continueô, which was 

particularly appropriate for two boys who regularly pummelled others before repeating the 

text.   

 

These were happy days in which I found a group of healthy-minded believers in Jesus who 

worshipped in a particular and rather odd way, with no pretensions to be better, holier or 

more instructed than other Christians. They were well disposed towards all who loved and 

served Jesus. Yet, perhaps because they were mainly an elderly congregation lacking the 
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energy required to meet other Christians, they did not actually witness or worship with other 

than themselves. 

 

I had dug into the life of that East Yorkshire town and found embedded there some real 

believers with whom I felt at one. I knew that there were other members of the true Church 

embedded in the existing churches in the town, but I met very few of them.  

At the top of the street in which the Gospel Hall was located was a Continuing Primitive 

congregation in what looked like an old-fashioned schoolroom. This small company had 

refused, some 20 years previously, to join other Methodist churches in reunion schemes. 

They conducted their class meetings on old Methodist lines, which mainstream Methodism 

had largely abandoned. Not far from it was a neat, new, prosperous-looking Roman Catholic 

Church to which an RAF lorry took Catholics to Mass each Sunday morning. In the same 

street as the Gospel Hall was a large pseudo-classical-fronted Methodist Church, and towards 

the little stream, as I remember, was a meeting-place for Elim Pentecostalists, earnest and 

noisy. On a small rise in the town stood a large Perpendicular medieval parish church, once 

the only church in the town, conducting its services with the measured rhythm of the Book of 

Common Prayer. 

 

Embedded in all these congregations was the true Church. And so it is today. Fifty years 

later it is more important than ever before that the true Church should be dug out. It has 

been embedded for centuries now in the churches of our land.  

 

Not one of the manifestations of the Church can itself claim to be the one and only true 

Church. Yet each manifestation, usually in the form of a denomination, has been created 

out of sincere and earnest convictions, and to deny the importance of some of those 

convictions is to impoverish the Church as a whole.   

 

Schemes of union and reunion do not themselves address the question of how to keep alive 

valuable distinctive denominational insights while, at the same time, creating opportunities 

for experiencing practical united worship, witness and service. 

 

 

THE AIM OF THIS BOOK  

 

The aim of this book is two-fold. First, it aims to provide a brief outline of the history of 

efforts throughout the history of the Church to promote or maintain Christian Unity. Heroic 

attempts at unity have failed time and time again ï there really have been ecumenical 

martyrs! Yet always there have been hopeful signs and none more so than from the beginning 

of the 20
th
 Century. 

 

Secondly, it is an attempt to discover ways in which Christian Unity, as distinct from Church 

Unity (the organic merging of denominations), can be experienced in 21
st
 Century Europe, 

where Christendom has disappeared and the Church finds herself in a society increasingly 

embracing secular and non-Christian world-views.  

 

This book is written very much from a European and Western perspective. The title was 

suggested by some thoughts of Alec R Vidler, underlining my conviction that 2,000 years of 

history have covered from sight the true Church, which is not an institution in itself. Though 

sometimes glimpsed in institutions and sometimes obscured by them, it is composed of all 

who have come to acknowledge Christ as Saviour and Lord.   
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HOW DO WE DIG OUT THE EMBEDDED CHURCH?  

 

In the 21
st
 Century, as never before, these people are getting to know, respect and even love 

one another, and a beginning is being made to the realisation of Jesusô prayer that his 

followers ómay be brought to complete unity.ô   

 

It is a question of ódigging out the embedded church.ô The ódigging outô process involves 

taking the trouble to meet with our fellow Christians regularly, to socialise with them, pray 

with them and cooperate with them in witness, worship and service. While the first part of 

this book has to record the failure, largely, of Christians in the past to do this, the second part 

gives evidence of hopeful signs that Christians are today digging beneath the surface of 

denominational structures and discovering the oneness that Christians possess in Christ. 

 

Today we have a wonderful opportunity to build on the ecumenical
1
 foundations laid in the 

20
th
 Century. That last Century saw a remarkable growth in understanding and goodwill 

among Christians, which I believe was the work of the Holy Spirit of God.  

 

This book concerns itself with asking questions such as what is the essential nature of 

Christian Unity? And what is the tie that binds Christians together? Can Christian Unity be 

expressed across denominational lines and yet denominational differences be preserved? 

Should such differences be preserved? Can we find a basis for unity without relinquishing 

belief in the supreme authority of the Scriptures? The answers suggested will be controversial 

to many, but if the book serves to arouse concern about how Christôs longing for the unity of 

his people can be visibly expressed, at last, after 2,000 years of division, the purpose of the 

book will have been achieved. 

 

The Christian Church has been active for 2,000 years. From a simple beginning under Jesus 

of Nazareth, an unofficial Jewish rabbi, it has become a worldwide complex body with so 

very many facets, traditions and accretions that its own members are sometimes at a loss to 

define what exactly it is or was meant to be. 

 

In Godôs Judgement on Europe, A R Vidler writes:  

 

óWe cannot go out of the present Churches and start a new Church; for Churches are 

not man-made but God-given, and they are God-given through an actual historical 

tradition of faith and order. 

 

The Church of God is not a sect of people who hold the same views. It is the body of 

Christ, the body of those who have been born again by the acts of God in his Christ and 

made citizens of the Kingdom of God, irrespective of their views or their merit or any of 

their other peculiarities, simply by the pure love and mercy of God.ô
2
 

 

                                            
1 I shall have to use the word óecumenicalô many times in this book. It is used in the sense of 

describing inter-denominational fellowship and co-operation between Christians. In the last few years 

the word has taken on inter-faith connotations; that is not how it is used in this book. 

 

2 Vidler, A R, Godôs Judgement on Europe, Longmans, Green and Co, first published 1940, Ch 7, pp 

101-102. 
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Vidler suggests that the true Church is there all right, buried under a mass of social, cultural 

and theological debris which, nevertheless, gives clues as to what is underneath. To dig out 

this óone true churchô which is there in all the three traditions of the Church, Orthodox, 

Catholic and Protestant, is the supreme challenge for the 21
st
 Century Church.   

 

It is not a matter of trying to create a pristine church: a new start, so to speak. This has been 

tried many times in the history of the Church and all the attempts have failed to unite 

Christians in any meaningful way. Anabaptist groups in the 16
th
 Century; the Oxford 

Movement, the Irvingites and the Plymouth Brethren in the 19
th
; all tried sincerely to get 

Christians to model themselves and their churches on how the Early Church lived in apostolic 

purity. Sadly, all proved to be divisive of the body of Christ. 

 

C S Lewis used a different way of expressing the conviction that the true Church has never 

been lost, but is there all the time under the various branches of the Church. In a brilliant 

introduction to a translation of Athanasiusôs On the Incarnation of the Word, he wrote that 

before he became a Christian he learned to recognise that there was something common to all 

the brands of Christianity he came across. This something he called a consistent ósmellô. It 

was the smell of ómere Christianityô, and he came across it in writers as diverse as Bunyan, 

Hooker, Dante, Francis de Sales, Spenser, Walton, Pascal, Johnson, Vaughan, Boehme and 

Traherne.  

 

He could, of course, have added very many more names to that list. In all of these he detected 

something óunmistakably the same; recognisable, not to be evaded, the odour which is death 

to us until we allow it to become life.ô Lewis reminds us that while the Church is lamentably 

disunited, it is also true that a unity exists which is óan immensely formidable unityô, 

something our divisions have not destroyed. This ósomethingô, this óodourô which Christians 

have in common, we shall try to discover in this book. 

 

There was a time early in the 20
th
 Century when hope arose that there could be a coming 

together of churches to create mergers and new structures that would unite many of the 

people of God. Some progress was made, some mergers did take place, but there was a lot of 

talking and theologising and not much to show for it. Now there is a new spirit abroad, which 

says that, realistically, many denominational differences are too entrenched, and, anyway, too 

important, to be allowed to die or be subsumed by other traditions. 

 

We should be celebrating the rich diversity of the Church; but celebrating it with each other. 

Unity in diversity is the key thought and hope.  

 

The Trinity is the exact model for Christian Unity, expressing as it does diversity in complete 

harmony. Timothy (Kallistos) Ware, describing the Eastern Orthodox view of the Church as 

an image of the Trinity, writes:  

 

óIn the Trinity the three are one God, yet each is fully personal; in the Church a 

multitude of human persons are united in one, yet each preserves his personal diversity 

unimpaired.ô
3
  

                                            
3 Ware, Timothy (Kallistos), The Orthodox Church, Penguin Books, 1967, p 244. A similar thought is 

found in the writings of Walter Kaspar, a Roman Catholic Cardinal: óThe Church is like an icon of the 

Trinity.ô 
 



  

Page 6 
 

That the Church should express this diversity in visible unity is the view of a number of 

writers today. Christian Unity is not about doing away with differences of Christian 

experience and expression: its aim is to express the richness and diversity of the Christian 

faith in such a way as to show that each particular emphasis contributes to the expression of 

the wholeness of the one Church. 

 

Writing in 1952, Nicholas Zernov, an Eastern Orthodox scholar, maintained that óChristians 

today do not want unity ï do not feel guilty of the sin of division.ô
4
 This is not so true now. 

There is a growing longing for a demonstration of unity in diversity among Christians. 

 

Zernov locates the main cause of disunity in the belief that oneôs own Communion alone is 

true to Godôs will for the Church. He writes, óNo one system of ecclesiastical administration, 

of liturgical customs, or of devotional practice has universal and obligatory significance.ô
5
 

This is slowly dawning upon many Christians today. Walter Kaspar, a Roman Catholic 

Cardinal writing in 2004, sounds a similar note in decrying triumphalism on the part of any 

church. In his book That They May All Be One ï the Call to Unity Today, he writes:  

 

óThere can be no unity as long as any given church maintains that the accepted and 

binding truth of another church is contrary to the Gospel.ô
6
  

 

He expresses his belief that the ecumenical movement is at a turning point today. While he 

accepts that agreement on institutional ecclesiological differences is probably a long way off, 

he sees hope in a return to what he holds was the initial inspiration of the movement ï 

óspiritual ecumenismô.  

 

He explains what he means by this term:  

 

óélistening and opening ourselves to the demands of the Spirit who also speaks 

through different forms of piety; it means a readiness to rethink and convert, but also to 

bear the otherness of the other, which requires tolerance, patience, respect and, not 

least, goodwill and love which does not boast but rejoices in the truth.ô
7
 (1 Corinthians 

13.4-6) 

 

For Kaspar, spiritual ecumenism is primarily a óbiblical spiritualityô which ósafeguards the 

uniqueness and universality of the salvific significance of Jesus Christ.ô Kaspar sees dialogue 

not just as listening to one another but also learning from one another. He writes, 

 

óEcumenical dialogue absolutely does not mean abandoning oneôs own identity in 

favour of an ecumenical ñhotchpotchò. Ecumenical dialogue does not aim at spiritual 

impoverishment but at mutual spiritual enrichment.ô 

                                            
4
 Zernov, Nicholas, The Reintegration of the Church, SCM Press, 1952, p 106. Zernov (1898-1980) 

was a Russian ecumenist who lived in England from 1934. He was influential in making Eastern 

Orthodoxy known in the West. 
 
5
 Zernov, Nicholas, The Reintegration of the Church, SCM Press, 1952, p 74. 

 
6
 Kaspar, Walter, That They May All Be One ï the Call to Unity Today, Burns and Oates, 2004, p 171. 

 
7
 Kaspar, Walter, That They May All Be One ï the Call to Unity Today, Burns and Oates, 2004, p 160. 
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He cites examples of this: as Catholics have learned from Protestants in recent years to value 

Holy Scripture more fully, so Protestants have learned richer ways of worship from the 

Catholic celebrations of the liturgy. 

 

No one section of the Church, if the practice of united action and worship is to be achieved, 

can dominate over the others. Humility towards and tolerance of each other have not been 

characteristics of Christian denominations in most of the Churchôs 2,000-year history.  

 

In any real fellowship of traditions the Catholic and Orthodox churches will have to accept 

Christians from other traditions as fellow believers, even though they may be viewed in 

Catholic/Orthodox terms as not actual members of the one true Church or of the ótruestô of 

the churches. This viewpoint has already been taken on board, officially at least, by the 

Roman Catholic Church in its attempt to make the spirit of Vatican II a reality.  

 

Protestants, equally, have to be able to accept Catholic and Orthodox  believers as fellow 

Christians, even though they believe they have to reject many of their peculiar tenets of faith 

and habits of worship.  

 

Some thinkers in Orthodox churches are re-assessing their relations with non-Orthodox 

churches, though with none of the inspiration for change that the Roman Catholic Church 

received in the pronouncements of Vatican II. 

 

To consider all Protestants as Christians simply because they are Protestants or all 

Catholic/Orthodox members as Christians simply because they belong to those traditions 

would be foolish. Each tradition has a large body of nominal Christians adhering to it and 

each tradition is aware that óconversionsô are necessary if real allegiance of heart to Christ 

and his teachings is to be experienced. 

 

óGatheredô as distinct from national or ómultitudinousô churches may well have to come to 

terms with widening their description of what a true Christian is. For some believers a real 

Christian is one whose Christian life is based on a specific experience of conversion, a óborn-

againô experience; for others it is an experience of justification by faith which is required; for 

others a charismatic experience, an insistence that outward manifestations of the Holy Spirit 

are the only true signs of a real Christian faith. 

 

What is needed is an investigation into what is the scriptural norm for defining a Christian, 

what is essential for a person to be called a Christian. Personal temperaments and upbringing 

play a greater part than perhaps we realise in determining our view of what is a real Christian 

faith. 

 

In The Mystery of Faith,
8
 Orthodox Bishop Hilarion Alfeyev describes some of the ways 

people have come to faith, some with sudden conversions, and others only after long 

struggles with doubt and perplexities. Often a child raised in a Christian home will not have a 

dramatic experience of conversion. óBut,ô he writes, óhere, too, faith received from our 

families must be thought through and suffered by each individual: it has to become part of 

our own experience.ô He adds: óWhat we do know is that nobody is born a believer.ô  

 

                                            
8
 Alfeyev, Bishop Hilarion, The Mystery of Faith, Darton Longman and Todd, 2002, p 6. 
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For Alfeyev, óFaith is a gift, though often it is given through the efforts of the person who has 

sought it.ô This experience of conversion to a living faith in God and Christ is common to all 

three traditions, no matter how different the preparatory road to conversion is in all three. The 

Protestant Evangelical emphasis on personal conversion is well attested, from Calvinôs 

ósubita conversioneô and John Wesleyôs heart being óstrangely warmedô in the meeting place 

in Aldersgate Street to Billy Grahamôs call to óget out of your seatô to declare faith in Christ 

at his mass rallies.  

 

But, equally, the Orthodox tradition, as expressed by Bishop Alfeyev, strongly stresses 

personal turning to Christ in order to be an authentic Christian. Roger Crosthwaite, writing in 

the magazine Anglo-Orthodoxy in 1984 on Orthodox Evangelism, gives three features of 

Evangelism: the óSacramentalô,
9
 the óEcclesialô and the óPersonalô. It is sacramental 

evangelism in that through the sacrament a person enters óinto the Body of Christ and the 

fullness of the Holy Spirit.ô It is ecclesial in that on conversion a person enters into the 

fellowship of the whole Church. On personal conversion he writes, óWe believe in personal 

conversion to a personal Christ,ô and quoting Derwas J Chitty he adds that to be converted óis 

not just to gaze on him (Christ) as from outside, but to have our life taken into his Sonship, 

by the Spirit of Adoption whereby we cry, ñAbba, Fatherò.ô 

 

Crosthwaite goes on to say that to speak today of a ópersonalô entering into Christ and of 

ópersonalô faith in Jesus as Lord and Saviour is not popular. But, he believes, Orthodox 

evangelism must preach for personal decision, for a personal living experience of a living 

God which has a firm basis in biblical and patristic theology. He issues a challenge to his 

readers. As Billy Grahamôs Mission England was about to be launched, he wrote, óéhow 

many Anglo-Orthodox persons are involved with Mission England? Billy Graham may not be 

an Anglican ï but he is an evangelist.ô
10

 

 

Orthodox evangelism is also ecclesial; converts must become part of the body of Christ, the 

Church, by baptism as well as by personal decision to trust Christ. But this is only what 

Protestant evangelists have also insisted. 

 

When John Wesley said that Christianity knew nothing of a solitary religion, he was 

underlining a fundamental fact about the Christian faith. Just a cursory reading of the New 

Testament makes it clear that Jesus and the New Testament writers thought of true religion as 

primarily a corporate matter. Jesusô pattern prayer, the óLordôs Prayerô, is not meant to be 

said in an individualistic way. Jesus spoke of fulfilling oneôs mission in life within the body 

of the Kingdom: óStrive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousnessô (Matthew 6.33 

NRSV). Many of Jesusô parables are kingdom parables, likening the kingdom of God to a 

harvest, the leaven in bread, a wedding feast and so on.   

 

James sees pure and undefiled religion as having a corporate expression (James 1.27). Paulôs 

concept of the Church is of its being the Bride of Christ (Ephesians 5.25-27), a Building (1 

                                            
9
 Sacrament: In the Catholic and Orthodox use of this word, a sacrament is a religious act (ceremony) 

that conveys grace to the recipient by the very action of the ceremony (ex opere operato). In 

Protestantism, while the word is often used of Baptism and the Lordôs Supper, it is by some regarded 

more as an ordinance (an act commanded by the Lord Jesus) than an act which conveys spiritual 

blessing in itself. 

 
10

 Crosthwaite, Roger, Orthodox Evangelism in Anglo-Orthodoxy, Vol 3, No 1, Easter 1984.  
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Corinthians 3.10ff), or a Body  (1 Corinthians 12.13). Peter speaks of believers as being 

óliving stonesô built together as priests into a óspiritual houseô for the worship of God (1 Peter 

2.5). The Apostle John uses the word koinǾnia, a sharing in common, when he describes the 

essence of the Christian life: óTruly our fellowship (koinǾnia) is with the Father and with his 

Son Jesus Christô (1 John 1.3 NRSV). John in his vision of heaven sees the Church as a city, 

the ónew Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a Bride adorned for 

her husbandô (Revelation 21.2 NRSV). 

 

But the New Testament concept of the Church is that of a unity having within it diversity. 

Paul speaks of the Church as having many members gifted in many ways. There is not here in 

his thinking a monolithic concept of the Church; individuality in the Body is not despised or 

ignored, but celebrated. The great challenge to the Church has always been how to manifest 

this unity without stifling individuality and how to encourage this diversity without causing it 

to fragment the Church. 

 

The great model and inspiration for the Church in this quest for diversity within unity is the 

Triune Godhead, in which the diversity of the three persons celebrates and enhances the unity 

of the One Godhead. Mankind finds it impossible to have complete unity within itself: the 

story of the Fall of Man shows how rebellion against God leads to division within the human 

race. History is a continuous record of empires, nations, cities, dynasties and families fighting 

amongst themselves and consequently losing any unity they might have had.  

 

So the Holy Spirit is given to create the unity man cannot achieve (Ephesians 4.3), and it is 

up to Christians to ómaintain the unity in the bond of peace.ô On the Day of Pentecost, when 

the Holy Spirit fell on the Church there was complete unity: they were all óhomou epi to 

auto,ô all together with the same thing in mind (Acts 2.1). Days later they were still of óone 

heart and mindô (4.32), but this unity did not last long. 

 

The Church is meant to reflect the harmony of the Trinity, complete in unity, rich in 

diversity. Yet soon after the beginning of the Churchôs growth, divisions began to appear 

within its ranks. Jesusô prayer for the unity of his followers, óthat they may be completely 

one, so that the world may know that you have sent me and have loved them even as you 

have loved meô (John 17.21 NRSV) has never since the very earliest days been realised. 

 

So, are those who hope today for a widespread movement towards Christian Unity, when the 

Church is so much larger and complex than it was in those first days, just naive optimists, 

idealists who are always going to be disappointed in their hopes for the Church? Certainly, 

the Churchôs record in history of attempts to bring about unity is not an inspiring one. At 

almost every period of history it has been true of the Church that it was óby schisms rent 

asunder, by heresies distressedô, and that is true still today as we begin the Churchôs 21
st
 

century. 

 

Yet there is this to say. We are entering a period in which it may well be possible for the 

Church to enjoy a óspiritual ecumenismó not experienced so far in its history, by coming to 

accept that many of the schisms and heresies of the past are really no bar to the declaration 

of oneness in worship and witness.   
 

Arianism was a heresy that the Early Church recognised as creating a barrier to unity, and its 

teachings on the Person of Christ are still held today by one or two sects. That barrier must 

still hold if the Church is to be loyal to its Scriptures and Creeds. But there are other 
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óheresiesó of the Early Church period, for instance Nestorianism and Monophysitism, which 

while not being mainstream Christian theology can be thought of as odd Christological views 

rather than as heresies, for both hold a high view of the deity of the Person of Jesus. 

 

Eastern Orthodoxy is today reassessing its judgement of these two óheresiesó. In fact it has 

gone further than that. On 23-28 September 1990 the Chambésy (Geneva) Agreed Statement 

was issued between the Orthodox Church and the Oriental Orthodox Churches, which for 

most of Church history had been separated from each other. In this statement both sides 

condemned the Eutychian and Nestorian heresies and lifted the ancient anathemas standing 

against each other. The Roman Catholic  Popes Paul VI and John Paul II signed joint 

declarations with Pope Shenouda III of the Coptic Orthodox Church in 1973 and 1979. 

 

It may well be that now the ófilioqueô clause in the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, which 

stated that the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father and the Son, which has divided Catholic 

and Orthodoxy for so long, need no longer be a cause for division. In purely theological 

terms, it may well be that both East and West can agree on the Father being the source of the 

Holy Spiritôs procession and that the perceived historical ósnubô to the East by Rome in its 

unilateral action on the doctrine can be forgotten. 

 

The situation we are in today is unique in respect to the change in attitude to Christian unity, 

and it is a change that has taken place quite recently. What is new, in both Catholic and 

Protestant circles, is that there is a growing realization that to worship with and have 

fellowship with Christians from the opposite side is not to compromise oneôs own beliefs. I, 

as a convinced Protestant Evangelical, do not capitulate to Rome by searching out, meeting 

with, and supporting Catholics who, as I do, believe in Jesus as personal Saviour and Lord. 

Similarly, Catholic Evangelicals do not fear contamination by responding to Protestant 

offerings of fellowship and cooperation. 

 

The 19
th
 Century saw the most remarkable growth of the Church worldwide that has ever 

taken place, and this was largely due to the overseas missionary movements of all three 

traditions of the Church, Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant. Then, in the early 20
th
 Century, 

arising largely from the impetus to growth given by the missionary movements, came the 

realisation of the harm being done to the work of the Church by its divisions. This directly or 

indirectly led to the formal Ecumenical Movement, the World Council of Churches (WCC) 

and national Councils of Churches and, in the UK, the present Churches Together movement. 

 

In the latter half of the 20
th
 Century the charismatic and renewal movements crossed 

denominational barriers in the West and led to inter-church cooperation to a degree never 

before seen in the Churchôs history. Para-church organisations came into being which drew 

Christians together, particularly in the fields of healing ministries, agencies for social concern 

and humanitarian aid to the óThird Worldô.  

 

At the same time, schemes for unions and mergers of denominations, having had some 

success in the early part of the century, particularly overseas, seemed to run out of steam by 

the end of the century. Paradoxically, as far as Evangelical Protestantism is concerned, the 

late 20
th
 Century saw also a decline in interest in denominational distinctives: what mattered 

most were a local churchôs Evangelical credentials.  
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Roman Catholicism underwent an óaggiornamentoô
11

 which, in respect to its relations with 

other denominations, meant that after Vatican II the long-held official view that members of 

other churches could not, ipso facto, be considered as fellow Christians came to be regarded 

as out-dated in the face of a new spirit of brotherliness which came to regard them as 

óseparated brethrenô. 

 

However, in responding to liberal tendencies in Protestantism, particularly regarding the 

place of women in the ministry of the Church, the Catholic Church put itself in a position in 

which organisational and structural union with other churches now seems less and less likely. 

But óspiritual ecumenismó is still on the agenda. 

 

There is now a widespread acknowledgement that óChristendomô is no more, and that all 

Christian churches are living in a situation in some ways resembling the situation faced by 

the Early Church. Surrounded by a culture unsympathetic to the world of Christian faith, in 

reality each denomination is a collection of local churches, óecclesiaeô, as in the first days of 

the Church.  

 

Yet, instead of being surrounded, as in the days of the Early Church, by a multitude of pagan 

religions, temples and religious activities, the Church is now surrounded by a secularism and 

humanism, which is commonly indifferent to it, but now shows some increasingly hostile 

elements. In addition, immigration has brought to Europe, in particular, world religions that 

challenge the exclusivity of the Christian Gospel. 

 

While organised Christian endeavours have little appeal for many people today, spiritual 

desires and longings have not yet been extinguished. Christendom is no more, but there is a 

new spirit abroad among many Christians. While old entrenched doctrinal and ecclesiastical 

positions still hinder organic and structural union, a sense of sharing a common and treasured 

belief is becoming more and more evident.  

 

As never before, Christians of many traditions are ready to meet together in worship and 

witness and social action. The rise of aggressive secularism and the fact of increasing 

pluralism in Western countries have made many Christians appreciate the common ground 

we share with other Christian believers. The realisation of this opportunity has been a long 

time in coming. 

 

As long ago as 1894 thinkers in the Church were having to address the taunt of secularists 

that Christianity had had its day: it had gone down as a sun that had set. Joseph Parker, the 

famous London Congregational preacher responded, óYes, it has gone down precisely in that 

way. I am not aware that even when the sun has gone out of sight, it has gone out of 

existence.ô
12

   

 

The Church has not gone out of existence in the UK today, but it does need digging out of 

the existing churches to make itself known in unity and love. 

 

                                            
11

 Aggiornamento, literally óbringing up to dateô: One of the key words used during the Second 

Vatican Council. 
 
12

 Parker, Joseph, None like it, a plea for the old sword, James Nisbet, 1894, p 147. 
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Traditionally, the Church has made itself known to the world by its beliefs ï the kerygma 

rooted in the Scriptures and expressed in a Creed (which affirms the faith to its own people 

and declares it to the world) and in a shared experience of the risen Christ, often expressed 

sacramentally in Baptism and Communion. And these three elements of the Christian faith 

(Scripture, Creed and Sacraments) are still to be found in the Church today. 

 

In each church there are people who delight in the Scriptures and live by them, who confess 

the classical faith as expressed in the Creeds and have a personal experience of Christ as God 

and Man. Sometimes, sadly, these Christians are surrounded by fellow members and even 

leaders of their church who, in one way or another, reject the authority of the Scriptures and 

cannot assent to the declarations of the Creeds, and for whom Christ (and it is usually this 

way) is not fully God. 

 

In 1966 a famous debate took place in the Methodist Central Hall in Westminster among 

Evangelicals in the UK about whether or not Christians should stay in or leave denominations 

that had in them leaders and members who denied the traditional faith of the Church. One 

side argued that the óremnantô should withdraw from the apostate body and form a new 

alliance of Evangelical churches. The other viewpoint was that Christians should stay to be 

ólight and saltô in their denominations.  

 

This is the stance taken in this book. In tune with the concept of ódigging out the embedded 

churchô, the call of this book is not for Christians to leave their denominations but for them to 

maintain their witness to the traditional truths at the heart of their denominations and, above 

all, to declare by meeting, worshipping and witnessing with Christians of other 

denominations that these truths really are a uniting force. 

 

At a recent united service I attended near to my home, I heard a call for Christians to work 

with other Christians openly in the community and not just to work within oneôs own church. 

The speaker saw the danger of adding extra meetings and efforts to churches often heavily 

loaded with work and so suggested that it was not extra ecumenical activities that we had to 

think up, but to do ecumenically with each other what was already being done.  

 

From my own experience I can say how helpful this idea is. I was a worker at a mission hall 

in Lancashire for many years and we did evangelism the best we knew how. But we were one 

church among several, each doing its own thing. Then one year we combined with four other 

churches for a special enterprise. The reaction of the local people changed positively as we 

approached them in witness, for we were not representing the óTown Missionô (an individual 

group) but the churches of the area together in our combined effort. 

 

It seems to me that to go for the creation of one organisation to which all denominations 

belong is not desirable. The Church should be able to show its unity without displacing time-

honoured structures of church government like the historic episcopate, the rule of elders over 

a local congregation or local synods, any more than Baptists should abandon believersô 

baptism or Presbyterians infant baptism. 

 

In this book we shall look at a number of attempts that have been made in the history of the 

Church to get to the bottom of the question, óIn what does Christian Unity consist?ô We shall 

try to find out why they failed, and then we shall ask what relevance those attempts have for 

us today in the 21
st
 Century. 
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It is time for Christians in all the three traditions of the Church, Eastern Orthodox, Roman 

Catholic and Protestant, to take seriously what has never yet in Christian history been taken 

seriously, that there should be a visible and joyous celebration of our Lordôs command to be 

one, so that the world will know that he was sent to be its Saviour and Lord (John 17. 23).  

 

There is value in denominationalism in so far as it holds on to aspects of the Christian faith 

which others may not appreciate or, sometimes, have not even considered. Baptism by 

immersion after confession of faith is a very vivid and meaningful ritual to many people; the 

stress on a real presence in the Lordôs Supper is something that many Protestants feel they 

cannot altogether deny. 

 

We need to be open to the views of other Christians, not with the result that we abandon our 

own views, but that we may enhance them and learn to have insights which are not in our 

own tradition. This does not mean an impoverishment of the Church, a reducing it to its 

lowest common denominator, but an enriching of it.  

 

If I belong to a tradition of worship which is very exuberant and noisy I may well benefit 

from knowing about and experiencing worship of a different kind with long silences and 

meditation. And the reverse may be true. Perhaps some of us need the tight constraints of a 

denominational discipline of worship in order to feel óat homeô in a particular setting. Yet we 

can learn to appreciate other óhomesô, too, all part of the One Home that is the Body of 

Christ. 

 

What follows next is a brief survey of attempts that have been made in specific epochs of 

Church History to do something about the divisions among Christians. We will find that unity 

could only be maintained, in some cases, by denouncing heresy. The Early Church had three 

tasks in this respect: to root out heresies, to counteract schism and to establish the essentials 

of Christian belief for all time in statements that summarised the main beliefs of Christians 

(the Creeds).  

 

It is quite remarkable how these objectives were achieved, though it took many years and was 

not without stern opposition at times, and were achieved in such a way that even today in the 

21
st
 Century the Creeds produced can be accepted by the three main traditions of the Church, 

Orthodox, Catholic and Protestant, as the formal grounds of faith. Not all in those traditions 

can come to terms with the way the faith is expressed in the Creeds, but it seems to be a fact 

that subscription to them (especially to the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed) is becoming 

the basis for 21
st
 Century ecumenism. 

 

I see Christian Unity as being expressed realistically only by Christians who are in continuity 

with the classical Christian view of the Scriptures, the Person of Christ and the Creeds. This 

does not mean a ófossilisingô of the faith but a restating for the present day of past 

confessions and convictions of faith in such a way that we can be happy to own them as a 

vital part of our Christian inheritance. As it happens, most Christians today, taken worldwide, 

are happy to maintain this continuity. 
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CHAPTER 1  CHRISTIAN UNITY IN T HE EARLY CHURCH  

 

 

 

For nearly the first 400 years of the Churchôs history, the Church was a beleaguered minority 

in the Roman Empire, often drawn together in a fellowship of suffering. This was the period 

of spasmodic outbursts of persecution, at first from Judaism, but increasingly from the 

government of the Roman Empire, which came to see Christians as anti-social disturbers of 

society and a threat to the unity of the Empire.  

 

This was also the period of the rise of heresies and schisms, heresies which in their beliefs 

were inimical to the truth of the Gospel and schisms in which Christian groups split away 

from the main body of believers, hoping to form ótrueô and ópureô churches. 

 

Gnosticism, in its various forms, challenged Biblical truth by saying that matter was evil and 

had been created by a secondary, lesser god. This had all sorts of implications for the truth of 

the Christiansô good news, particularly in denying the Incarnation and the Atonement of Jesus 

through his death on the Cross.  

 

Had Gnosticism won the day in the Church (and there was a claim by some of its exponents 

that it revealed Christian truth), the Church would have had no message of liberation from sin 

for all, no Trinity of the Godhead and no supreme good God totally in charge of his world.   

 

The Church also had to resist a Judaising tendency, which wished to retain obedience to the 

Mosaic law as a way of salvation and to place Jesus in the category of a Jewish teacher with 

no claim to deity (as the Ebionites did). If the Judaisers had won the day in the Early Church, 

the Christian faith would have become no more than a sect of Judaism, with no message of a 

universal reconciliation of man and God through the mediation of One who was both Man 

and God. 

 

Unity was a prime concern to Christian leaders of the period just after the deaths of the 

apostles and before the rise of the great Apologists of the faith. The writer of Clement of 

Romeôs Epistles to the Corinthians (c.95 AD) makes urgent appeals in his first letter for 

Christians to submit to approved church leaders who are in a succession of leaders descended 

from the apostles themselves.  

 

Ignatius of Antioch (c.35-107 AD), in letters to churches in towns in Asia c.107 AD, is one 

of the first Christian leaders to use the term óthe Catholic Churchô. He is emphatic that the 

unity of the Church can only be maintained by submitting to the rule of the local bishop. óLet 

no one do anything,ô he writes, ówhich pertains to the Church, apart from the bishop.ô
13

 

 

Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons (c.177-200 AD), sees the unifying force in the church to be óthe 

knowledge of the truthô.
14

 By óthe truthô he means the doctrines concerning God and Jesus, 

                                            
13

 This demand to submit to the local bishop is a constant call in Ignatiusôs letters. See Bettenson, 

Henry, The Early Christian Fathers, Oxford University Press, 1969, p 40, letter to the Ephesians; pp 

42-43, letter to the Magnesians; p 47, letter to the Philadelphians; p 49, letter to the Smyrnaeans. 
 
14

 Bettenson, Henry, The Early Christian Fathers, Oxford University Press, 1969, p 89. 
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and the order of the Church which had come down from the first apostles, preserved through 

an episcopal succession. He believes that the Church can identify this succession in the 

names of bishops descended from the Apostles. He refers to the disputes beginning at Corinth 

mentioned in Clementôs letter and sees Rome as the Church that has apostolic authority to 

correct the errors of the Corinthians. The truth handed down is Biblical truth but it is 

expounded by faithful men who are consistent in their teaching with the apostlesô doctrine. 

 

But there were false counter-apostolic views abroad from a very early date. There were also 

men who divided the church, not doctrinally, but by their style of church discipline, which 

went counter to the general conduct of the churches. Some of the heresies were ephemeral; 

some were long-lasting; and some can even be found today, mainly in sects which have risen 

up since the 19
th
 Century. 

 

Jerome (c.345-420 AD) said that there was something in the distinction that a schism was a 

separation from the Church while a heresy was a denial of orthodox doctrine; but he noted 

that every schism had within it a fault in doctrine. 

 

We can see in the Churchôs response to these challenges to its faith the formation of 

responses that have become the bases for unity which we can rediscover and celebrate today. 

 

Almost all the heresies in the Early Church, up to the 4
th
 Century, have to do with opinions 

concerning either the Person of Christ (some denying his complete humanity, others 

impugning his full deity) or the relationship of Father, Son and Spirit within a Triune 

Godhead. 

 

 

THE MAIN HERESIES AND SCHISMS OF THE EARLY CHURCH  

 

Let us look at the main heresies and schisms of the first 400 years of the church.  

 

 

Docetism 

 

The first challenge to apostolic teaching can be found within the New Testament itself in the 

form of a heresy often termed Docetism. As John was writing his letters in the province of 

Asia towards the end of the 1
st
 Century, he challenged the view that the real humanity of 

Christ only appeared to have a real body of flesh and blood (dokeo ï óI seem or appear toô).   

 

The roots of this heresy lay in Gnosticism (from gnosis ï knowledge), widespread in the 1
st
 

Century, which claimed an inner knowledge of the way things were in the universe. Later, in 

Christianised forms, Gnosticism was to trouble the Church considerably, so that in the next 

century Irenaeus of Lyons wrote strongly against it as a deviation from Christian truth. 

 

Gnosticism, if unchecked, would have seriously diminished an apostolic view of the person 

of Christ and his redemptive work, because Gnosticism presupposed an antithesis between 

the physical and the spiritual. Matter was evil, only spirit was good. This dualistic view could 

not accommodate the idea of a supreme, good God taking on a material form in human flesh. 

Some Christian Gnostics tended to see the God of creation as opposed to the supreme good 

God, because a good God could not have been involved in the creation of matter. 
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A certain Docetic teacher, often identified as Cerinthus, was troubling the church in Johnôs 

region by denying, further, that Christ, the Messiah, died on the Cross. He seems to have 

been teaching that Jesus was only an ordinary man until his baptism, when a higher power 

came upon him. This power left Jesus just before his Crucifixion. By his dualism, this teacher 

thus separated Christ (Messiah) from Jesus the man. John, the apostle of love, sternly refutes 

such teaching. Listen to him in his first letter: 

 

óDear friends, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are 

from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world. This is how you 

can recognise the Spirit of God: every spirit that acknowledges that Jesus Christ has 

come in the flesh is from God, but every spirit that does not acknowledge Jesus is not 

from God. This is the spirit of antichrist, which you have heard is coming and even now 

is already in the world.ô (1 John 4.1-3)  

 

And he continues:  

 

óThis is the one who came by water and blood ï Jesus Christ. He did not come by water 

only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the 

truth.ô (1 John 5.6-7) 

 

Note how John has no hesitation in calling such a teacher óanti-Christô, as one who denied 

both the real humanity of Christ and that in his humanity he died on the Cross. John was 

passionate for unity in the church, but only on the ground of truth.   

 

Paul probably had incipient Gnostic views in mind in Colossians when he asserted Christ to 

be our true gnosis (Colossians 2.3) and not an inferior being, but the very fullness (pleroma) 

of Deity. If Docetism had won the day, Christ would have been a phantom figure and Jesusô 

death only that of a man. 

 

 

Marcionism 

 

Gnostic views were widespread, and in Rome, in about 160 AD, Marcion , a wealthy ship 

owner, son of a bishop, and a native of Sinope in Pontus on the Black Sea, began to teach 

dualist views, particularly in relation to the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. He had been 

excommunicated from the church in 144 AD.   

 

He saw the Old Testament to be revealing an inferior God to the one seen in the New 

Testament. The God of the Old Testament was inferior in not being loving and gracious like 

the God of Jesus; he was the Demi-urge creator which Gnostics talked about. Marcion saw in 

10 of Paulôs letters, which he interpreted as being against the law of the Old Testament, the 

true Christian Gospel. The rest of the New Testament writings, except most of Luke, he 

rejected.   

 

His movement became known as Marcionism and was a threat to mainstream ócatholicô 

Christianity. But out of the churchôs tussle with Marcionism came the very necessary step of 

deciding which scriptures circulating among the churches were authentic and canonical and 

which were not. So it did the church an immense service. By the end of the 2
nd

 Century a 

canon of Scripture, largely the same as the mainstream churchesô canon today, came into 
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being. Marcionism, in being a highly organised movement, and in appealing to many by its 

asceticism, even to rejecting marriage, lasted until the middle of the 5
th
 century in the West. 

 

 

The Ebionites 

 

Another challenge to Christian orthodoxy came early on, towards the end of the 1
st
 Century, 

when some Jewish Christians claimed to be the true followers of Jesus. They were the 

Ebionites (from the Hebrew for ópoor menô). They rejected the deity of Christ. From limited 

sources we learn that the Ebionites were ascetics, binding themselves to keeping the Torah 

rigorously. We know from Acts Ch 15 that Jewish Christians in Jerusalem wanted Gentile 

Christians to be made to submit to Mosaic laws, though there is no evidence in the scriptures 

that these men were Ebionites. A Council meeting in Jerusalem about 49 AD resisted this call 

to bring Gentile Christians into obedience to the law. Paul, particularly, was adamant that the 

Gospel would be compromised by insisting on law-keeping as a way of salvation (see 

Appendix 2). 

 

 

Montanism 

 

Many of the sects which challenged the mainstream church in these first four centuries 

advocated a tough, rigorist, ascetic Christian faith. There is evidence that as Christianity 

increased in numbers throughout the Roman Empire, reactions to the disciplined life of the 

very earliest Christians set in, especially after Christianity became a major religion of the 

Empire from Emperor Theodosiusôs time (c.346-395 AD). One such sect was that of the 

Montanists.   

 

About the same time as Marcion was gathering followers, a man named Montanus in 

Phrygia was teaching that the Church was too lax in its discipline of those who had lapsed 

from the faith in times of persecution, and that it lacked earnestness and spiritual power. 

Montanus demanded an ascetic life-style from his followers, but, unlike Marcion, Montanusôs 

emphasis was on the charismatic gifts which were given to the first apostles.   

 

Montanus himself claimed, as did two of his female followers, to have been endowed with 

the power of the Spirit of God in order to prophesy. Their most forceful prophecy was that 

the end of the age was imminent and that the New Jerusalem (see Revelation Ch 21) was 

about to come down upon them in Pepuza. Like so many subsequent Adventist sects in 

Christendom, the Montanists were undermined by the non-fulfilment of their prophecy.   

 

As the Marcionists took away some of the authority of Scripture from the Churchôs heritage, 

so Montanism added to it by advocating a supra-scriptural authority.   

 

These two tendencies, to be oneôs own authority as to what is and what is not Scripture on 

the one hand, and to assert that Scripture is secondary to the immediate dictates of the 

Holy Spirit on the other, have from time to time in the history of the Church fractured 

Christian unity. 
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Novatianism 

 

When the persecutions of the Church began, Christians had to come to terms with how to 

reinstate fellow Christians who had apostatised or lapsed during the time of trial. About 250 

AD a schism formed around Novatian, a learned priest in Rome who wrote a completely 

orthodox treatise on the Trinity. His followers, similarly, were orthodox in doctrine; the issue 

causing the schism was the lenient treatment of Christians who had, so it was held, denied 

their faith in the Decian Persecution of 249-250 AD.   

 

Novatian and his followers became a rival church to the catholic church and their 

congregations lasted some centuries, though not in large numbers. Here we have a dispute 

about church order and discipline and not of heresy. You could argue, however, that the 

doctrine of the church is at issue here. Is the church a company of strong, pure believers only, 

or a mixture of the strong and the confident, the frail and the vacillating? The whole question 

of authority was raised by the Novatian schism. Who has the authority to bar from fellowship 

or accept into fellowship? More broadly, can there be a sole authority which speaks for the 

whole church? 

 

At the time of the 16th Century Protestant Reformation the question of authority was the 

most important divisive issue. Was it the Papacy with tradition or ósola scripturaó (Scripture 

alone) that was to decide doctrine and church order?   

 

There was some agreement on doctrine at the Regensberg Colloquy of 1541 between 

Protestants and the Catholic Church, but it was mainly on the question of authority that the 

Colloquy floundered. The reason for both Catholic and Protestant persecution of the 

Anabaptists was largely a question of their not submitting to authority and so undermining 

the foundations of society. And so with the Novatian and Donatist schisms (Donatism: see 

below). By the time these schisms appeared a universal (ócatholicô) church was emerging in 

the West, and a schism was a break away from her authority. The Eastern schism to come 

later in 1054 was also, at root, a dispute over authority. 

 

For us today, in the 21
st
 Century, there is no one body which can realistically speak for all 

Christians. We do not live, anywhere in the world, in a óChristendomô, and while this may 

seem a great loss to many Catholic and Orthodox Christians, the break-up of Christendom 

has occurred and there is no going back to a condition in which there is one organised, 

visible Christian Church.   
 

What that means for Christian Unity is that each Christian denomination or group today has 

to work out its own ways of commanding authority and discipline, guided by its tradition and 

the Word of God. But it also means that each denomination or group should seek dialogue 

with Christians of other traditions to learn, with them, ways of dealing with issues of 

discipline and authority. 

 

 

Donatism 

 

At the later Diocletian Persecution, in 310 AD, in North Africa, a schismatic body, the 

Donatists, came into being over the same issue as in the Novatian schism.   
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Donatus led a protest group on the election of a bishop to the see of Carthage, North Africa. 

This was on the grounds that the bishop had been consecrated by a ótraditorô, that is, one who 

in the heat of persecution had handed over copies of the Scriptures to the Roman authorities, 

who destroyed them. As in the case of the Novatians, Donatusôs followers wanted to see the 

church purged of compromise and to see it following a rigorist life-style.   

 

Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD) saw the danger of Donatism and wrote strongly against 

it. The Christians of Hippo where he had become bishop were divided into Catholic and 

Donatist factions. 

 

Theologically the two sides had much in common, but they differed strongly on the nature of 

the church. Some extreme Donatists in North Africa took to violence against the Catholics 

and so brought the Donatists as a whole into disrepute.   

 

The question at issue was, is the church a company who are holy, pure, and untainted by any 

compromise, as the Donatists held it to be, or is it a company of less than perfect, failing 

sinners, as Catholics held and Augustine taught? These differences of view are still with us 

today, though it seems that the Donatist view is still a minority one among the mainline 

churches. The church is a school for sinners, not a sanctuary for saints. 

 

 

Sabelianism 

 

About 250 AD the Church in Rome had to deal with a view of the relation of Father and Son 

in the Godhead which was decidedly unorthodox. The catholic doctrine was that the Godhead 

comprised three distinct Persons in one unity of Godhead. A teacher called Sabellius 

proposed that there is no real distinction between the Father and the Son, that the two are 

modes or aspects of the One God. His aim was to safeguard the oneness of Deity and, by 

blurring the distinctions between the Father and the Son, show that the Father could be said to 

have suffered on the Cross. 

 

 

Arianism 

 

Arianism was the most important and persistent heresy which came to a head in the early 4
th
 

Century. In Alexandria, Egypt, an ancient city of learning and Greek culture, the Christian 

Church had become well established. It upheld a high view of the full deity of Christ. But a 

presbyter of the city, Arius , taught otherwise. Jesus could not be equated with deity and 

though he could be called both Son of God and logos (John 1.1), he was a created being and 

not eternal with the Father, not sharing his deity. Arius probably taught that there was a time 

when the Son ówas notô.   

 

His views were refuted by many, especially a champion of orthodoxy, Athanasius (c.296-

373 AD). Ariusôs views were condemned at the Council of Nicaea (325 AD), called by 

Emperor Constantine, who suggested that the term óhomoousiosô (of the same substance) 

should be applied to Christôs relationship with the Father. The term was embraced by the 

Council and became, for subsequent Councils and Creeds of the Church, the classic way of 

defining the relationship of Father and Son.   
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The fortunes of the Arian party in the Church were to fluctuate during the next centuries, 

sometimes seeming to become the new orthodoxy, but eventually relegated to the role of a 

minor but persistent heresy, surfacing from time to time in history, even into the 20
th
 Century. 

If Arianism had won the day, no doctrines of incarnation and atonement would have 

remained in the Church. Athanasius in On the Incarnation (c.318 AD) pointed out clearly that 

those two truths were inextricably linked together. 

 

 

Macedonianism 

 

The doctrine of the Person of the Holy Spirit also came under attack. The early Apostlesô 

Creed has little to say about the Holy Spirit, simply asserting, óI believe in the Holy Spiritô. 

The later Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (381 AD) says more: 

 

óI believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord, the giver of life, who proceedeth from the Father 

and the Son; who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified. 

Who spake by the prophets.ô (Book of Common Prayer)   

 

Some asserted that the Holy Spirit was created by the Son and was thus subordinate to the 

Father and the Son. (In Orthodox Christian theology, God is one in essence but three in 

Person ï Father, Son and Holy Spirit, who are distinct and equal.) Those who accepted the 

heresy were called Macedonians, but were also and more descriptively known as 

pneumatomachians, the óspirit fightersô. 

 

Some sources attribute leadership of the group to Macedonius, a semi-Arian who was twice 

bishop of Constantinople (died c.362 AD). Today there are sects and cults which continue 

this heresy. 

 

 

Pelagianism 

 

In the early 5
th
 Century, as the Goths began to press on the boundaries of the Roman Empire 

to the north, another heresy, Pelagianism, appeared, which threatened the very basis of 

salvation as taught in the New Testament. The question raised was, can a person in any way 

save himself?   

 

An ascetic theologian from Britain, Pelagius, living in Rome, was concerned about the moral 

standing of Christians. Pelagius wanted to safeguard manôs free will, with each person 

responsible for his own actions as the basis for judgement. But he went further and denied 

original sin and taught that by right choices and good living a man could justify himself 

before God. This was strongly opposed by Augustine, who saw it as undermining the free 

grace of God in salvation.   

 

Pelagian ideas, in some form or other, were to survive right through Christian history, 

probably acting as a corrective to those extreme doctrines of grace which deny any free will 

in man.  
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Nestorianism 

 

In the late 4
th
 Century the divine and human natures of Christ caused much debate in the 

Church. Nestorius, a patriarch of Constantinople, seems to have taught that there were two 

separate natures in the incarnate Christ, the one divine and the other human. This was not a 

question of denying either the deity or humanity of Christ, but an attempt to show that they 

were distinct in the Person of Christ. This was the form of Christianity that first reached the 

Far East (China) in the 8
th
 Century, as witnessed by the Sigan-fu Stone.

15
  

 

Nestorius was challenged to say whether he could call the Virgin Mary óTheotokosô (God-

bearer) and óMother of Godô. He rejected these terms and could not conceive how the divine 

logos could be totally one with the human Jesus. Christ was one Person, with two distinct 

natures. So in Jesus there was the Christ born of Mary (so he could use the term 

óChristotokosô), and there was also the óSon of Godô. 

 

Nestorianism lingered on in the East and only disappeared from Kurdistan during the First 

World War. 

 

 

Monophysitism 

 

In the 5
th
 Century a completely different perspective of the Person of Christ was seen in 

Monophysitism (from the Greek monos meaning óone, aloneô and physis meaning ónatureô). 

Unlike Nestorianism, it saw only one nature in Christ: the human nature was absorbed into 

the divine at the Incarnation.   

 

Both Nestorianism and Monophysitism were attempts to try to define the relationships of 

these two natures, human and divine, in Christ. Athanasius had written about a ónatural 

unionô (henosis phusikos) but he wisely did not attempt to define the mode of that union. 

Nestorianism held that the union of the two natures was a moral union, that is, the more Jesus 

óthe manô acted in tune with God, the closer he came to union with óthe logosô. The heart of 

Monophysitism is to be found in the assertion that there is but one nature, the divine, in 

Christ.  

 

A A Luce, in his work on Monophysitism,
16

 points out the serious implications of the 

Monophysite view for Christian theology. He believed it tended to reduce appreciation of 

Jesus as human; his sufferings and passion are played down, and the Cross loses its cosmic 

significance. Monophysitism, coming from the monasteries of Egypt, tended to stress other-

worldly concerns. But if Christ did not assume a full human nature, could human nature be 

fully redeemed? Both Nestorianism and Monosphysitism were declared to be heretical at the 

Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD. 

 

                                            
15

 The Sigan-fu Stone (North West China). A Nestorian tablet from 781 AD found in the early 17
th
 

Century. The inscription on it in Chinese gives evidence of a Nestorian missionary, Olopen (or 

Alopen) bringing his brand of Christianity to China in the 8
th
 Century. See Cross, F L and 

Livingstone, E A, eds, The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, Oxford University Press, 

1997. 
 
16

 Luce, A A, Monophysitism, Past and Present, SPCK, 1920. 
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An attempt was made in 482 AD (29 years after the Council of Chalcedon had condemned 

Monophysitism), to reconcile the Monophysite Egyptians and Copts to the larger Church. 

Probably the work of Acacius, patriarch of Constantinople, a document known as the 

Henoticon was drawn up with the clear backing of the Emperor Zeno. It did not please 

extreme Monophysites, or Rome. The authors of the Henoticon were excommunicated from 

the Church of Rome, thus provoking the first schism between the Eastern and Western 

Churches, which lasted until 518 AD. 

 

The Henoticon can be called a ófudgeô in that it did not represent the Monophysite cause 

clearly enough. It stood by the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed and condemned both 

Nestorianism (which claimed there were two Persons in Christ) and Eutyches who insisted 

there was only one nature in Christ, yet it did not endorse the Chalcedonian ódefinitionô 

which spoke of two natures, human and divine, in the one Person of Christ. 

 

Arising from a Monophysite view of Christ, some Eastern theologians taught that Christ had 

only one will (Monothelitism). This view was condemned at the Ecumenical Council of 

Constantinople in 680 AD, in which it was declared that Christ has two wills, human and 

divine. 

 

 

RESPONSES TO THE HERESIES 

 

Councils were called to deal with these heresies. The four major councils outlined below 

were called by the Emperor and composed mainly of Eastern bishops, though authoritative in 

their declarations for both Eastern (Greek) and Western (Latin) churches, creating a unity of 

Christological and Trinitarian doctrine which remains to this day.   

 

The major councils which dealt with these heresies (and many issues of Church order) 

were: 

 

Nicaea (325 AD), which asserted, against Arianism, that Jesus was of the same nature as 

God: he was not a created being as Arianism held. 

 

Constantinople (381 AD), which asserted, against Macedonianism, that the Holy Spirit was 

one in the Godhead. It countered Apollinarianism, which did away with the real humanity of 

Christ, and it reaffirmed the Council of Nicaeaôs position on the Person of Christ. 

 

Ephesus (431 AD), which denied the Nestorian teaching of there being two separate persons, 

human and divine, in Christ. It also dealt with Pelagianism, which gave man the ability to 

save himself and saw sin as acts of men rather than an inborn tendency to do wrong. 

 

Chalcedon (451 AD), which reasserted that Christ has two natures completely in harmony 

within the one Person. Both Nestorianism and Monophysitism continued to undermine the 

unity of doctrine of the Church for many years. It is only in very recent years that 

reconciliations have been possible, Nestorianism all but dying out, and the present 

Monophysite churches in the East coming to be accepted as Christian churches. 

 

Out of this period of the 4
th
 and 5

th
 Centuries came the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (381 

AD) which is accepted by all the main Christian traditions today, Orthodox, Roman Catholic 

and Protestant. The Orthodox Churches take exception to the inclusion of the filioque (óand 
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from the Sonô) phrase in this Creed,
17

 which states that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the 

Father and from the Son. To the West filioque safeguarded the full Deity of the Son; to the 

East it did not safeguard the distinctiveness of the Father. Today exploration of the clause is 

bringing the two sides nearer together. 

 

In relation to Christian Unity in the 21
st
 Century, how should we regard these debates over 

doctrine in the early days of the Church? Have they any relevance to us today?  

 

 

THE RELEVANCE OF THESE ISSUES TO THE CHURCH TODAY  

 

The first thing to say is that any attempt to describe what God has done for man in the 

Incarnation is beyond the scope of language to deal with adequately; neither the Greek 

philosophical terms of the first four centuries, nor any language we may use in the 21
st
 

Century, are adequate.  

 

The battles with heresies led to terms being used which became the standard terms of debate 

and were used in the formation of the great Creeds of the Church (what F D Maurice called 

the ócompassesô of the Church). Whether terms like substantia, homoousios, phusis and so on 

can do justice to the good news of Jesus may be doubted, but their value lies in pointing, 

compass-like, to one or two basic truths without which there could be no good news.  

 

These truths are that God the Father, the Holy Spirit and Jesus share the Deity of One 

Godhead; and that Jesus, one of this Godhead, became really man and died for manôs sins out 

of love for all humanity. That really is the core of the Gospel and there is large Scriptural 

support for it.  

 

Where a doctrinal position cannot subscribe to that, as in the case of Arianism or 

Macedonianism, unity is not possible. As for Nestorianism or Monophysitism, the Scriptures 

do not give us enough information to make definite statements about the relationship of man 

and God in the Person of Jesus. Nestorianism and Monophysitism both speculate on what is 

not revealed in Scripture, and Chalcedon, in not so speculating, was wise to state simply that 

Jesus was one Person in two natures and to leave it at that. 

 

Political and historical factors have taken oriental Orthodox churches into isolation from both 

mainstream Orthodoxy and from Western Catholicism and Protestantism, but in very recent 

years the Roman Catholic Church and the Coptic Orthodox and Syrian Orthodox churches 

have consulted each other with some measure of agreement on Christology. 

 

Out of the Early Church period comes an idea for a basis of unity which has appealed to 

ecumenists across the centuries. Time and time again the ideal of Vincent de Lérins kept 

being resurrected, always to find that its limitations made it impracticable. Vincent, who died 

some time before 450 AD, probably became a monk on the island of Lérins off the south 

coast of France, where a centre for Christian learning had been established. It is relevant to 

our present study to note that, to Vincent, a true tradition must be consistent with the 

teachings of Scripture, which for him were the final court of appeal. He accepted that there 

                                            
17 See Ch 2. 
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was development in the interpretation of Scripture, but held that true development did not 

change the truth.  

 

He wrote:  

 

óThe ancient doctrines of heavenly philosophy should, as time goes on, be carefully 

tended, smoothed, polished; it is not right for them to be changed, maimed, 

mutilated.ô
18

 

 

There were marks by which a true development (tradition) could be determined. These marks 

were a catholicity consistent with what has been believed everywhere, at all times, and by all 

Christians: óquod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus creditum est.ô   

 

Since the 5
th
 Century, however, so many accretions to the faith have been made as to render 

his three-fold test invalid, and even in Vincentôs day many who were truly Christian could 

not come to terms with the Chalcedonian definition. However, it must be remembered that 

Vincent warned that even his three-fold test for defining true doctrine is to be followed in 

relation to the Rule of Faith, not lesser details.
19

  

 

Today our approach to unity has to include the acceptance of a wide divergence of 

practices and views even among those whose commitment is to the Nicene Creed. 

 

However, allegiance today to the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed does come near to 

satisfying Vincentôs criteria, as all its clauses are ones which have been believed by the vast 

majority of Christians through all the ages of Christian history. 

 

Because the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed is rooted in Scripture it is a very apt 

affirmation of faith for all Christians. Allegiance to it cuts across many denominational 

boundaries. Orthodox, Catholic, Reformed Protestant and Charismatic Evangelical can 

subscribe to it. The contentious filioque clause does create problems of unity with East and 

West but it is worth remembering that not all Orthodox theologians consider it to be heretical. 

Perhaps in ecumenical gatherings which include Eastern Orthodox believers, the filioque 

clause can be omitted as a gracious response to Orthodox convictions. Perhaps, also, non-

Chalcedonian believers can be rehabilitated by the acceptance of this Creed. 

 

Holding to the Nicene Creed will have to allow for plenty of debate about its meaning and 

relevance to the 21
st
 Century world. In the Epilogue to his book The Person of Christ, Donald 

Macleod makes this point well. He writes: 

 

óIs the task of Christology completed? Is Chalcedon final? By no means! We cannot 

content ourselves with merely repeating the words and phrases of the past till the Day 

of the Parousia. These very words themselves require to be teased out, using, among 

other things, the insights of modern psychology and modern genetics. Besides, 
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Christology constantly faces new challenges and each such challenge both changes and 

enriches us. Even those who cannot always be thanked for their answers must at least 

be thanked for their questions. 

 

How do we translate homoousios and perichoresis into the plain English of today? The 

4
th
 Century theologians ransacked their world for appropriate images. We must find 

ours in the world of singularities, quarks, black holes and electro-magnetism. He who 

finds a serviceable new image puts the whole world in his debt. The task goes on, 

then.ô
20

 

 

David Willis sees the creeds as óchannel markersô to guide the ship of the Church. He writes:   

 

óThere were and are, when it comes to the Churchôs teaching about Christ, only a few 

ways to speak about the mystery of the unity of God and humanity in the person of 

Christ. These major ways came to be defined as channel markers within which saving, 

sane, wholesome navigation could proceed. That is a very different picture from ones 

that either toss out the doctrinal development of this period altogether or treat the 

formations of these agreements as pretty much the last and final word. Channel 

markers for sane navigation are for proceeding. That means the dynamic business of 

discerning what the makers of the creed agreed to at the great ecumenical councils and 

then attempting to translate and interpret that agreement into the terms and ethics 

which serve the purposes of the gospel in subsequent languages and cultures.ô
21

 

 

It is not the purpose of this book to investigate how the Nicene Creed can be applied to the 

cause of Christian Unity today, but to call for this to be done. The task has already been 

begun in the symposium Nicene Christianity, the future for a new Ecumenism. In this volume 

Ephraim Radner observes that Creed must go with Canons:  

 

óWe must realizeé that the communal ordering of the Creedôs speech was given in the 

context of Canon Law. If the Creed makes any sense or points to any sense within the 

faith of the Christian community, it does so only within the context of the ascetically 

ordered life of the Church.ô 
22

 

 

His caveat shows what a lot of work lies ahead in relating ecumenism to the Creed, but even 

Radner ends on a hopeful note:  

 

óLet us take our minds, let us take our money, let us take our wills and our plans, our 

strategies for reform, our manifestos and demands, and let us give them over to one 

another. That is order. And at that point, ócredo in unum deum et in Iesum Christum, et 

unam ecclesiamô will be a sound with a startling swell.ô
23
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CYPRIAN  AND AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO  

 

The influence of two great North African bishops, both of Carthage, must be mentioned in 

relation to Christian Unity.  

 

The first is Cyprian (c.200-258 AD). Cyprian was born and brought up in an upper-class 

pagan family and was converted to Christ as a young man. Intensely earnest about his 

Christian faith, on baptism he forsook pagan ideas and literature, concentrating solely on the 

Christian Scriptures. In his rejection of Greek pagan ideas he was like Tertullian (c.170-200 

AD), another great church leader in Carthage, who once wrote, óWhat has Jerusalem to do 

with Athens?ô Some Christian leaders in the Early Church, like Clement of Alexandria 

(c.150-215 AD), had tried to encompass some aspects of Greek philosophy within Christian 

truth; not so Cyprian or Tertullian. 

 

Cyprian is particularly important to a history of Christian Unity in that he lived and suffered 

during times of persecution and had to deal with the question of óDoes the Church have a 

place for Christians who have fallen away from the faith but want to be restored to the 

Church? Is the Church only for those who are strong and pure, or has it a place for the weak 

and sinning?ô   

 

This is a question that Christians in Eastern Europe had to face on the demise of Communism 

at the end of the 1980s. During the 1960s and 70s I got to know one or two churches behind 

the óIron Curtainô and saw how one church dealt with one of its members who had, for 20 

years, gone over to the Communists, becoming a Party member and spying on his fellow 

Christians. When he wished to rejoin the church he had left, it is good to record that he was 

freely welcomed back into fellowship. 

 

Cyprian had fled in the Decian Persecution (205-251 AD), the first systematic persecutions of 

Christians, and, returning to Carthage, found that the Church there (and generally throughout 

the empire) was bitterly divided about what to do with the ólapsedô. The Emperor had 

demanded that all citizens should make a pagan sacrifice and some Christians did (named the 

ósacrificatiô); others (the ólibellaticiô) bought certificates (ólibelli pacisô) saying they had 

sacrificed when they had not.   

 

Cyprian also found that those who had stood firm (known as the óconfessorsô) were easing 

the lapsed back into the Church. Cyprian influenced two church councils in Carthage which 

followed (251 and 252 AD) to lay down the moderate discipline that the lapsed should only 

be allowed back into Church after due repentance and penance. But for Cyprian it was the 

local bishops who had the rule in the matter. 

 

The persecution had given rise to schisms of believers who could not accept such easy 

restoration of the lapsed, and Cyprianôs high view of the authority of the bishop came into 

play. As long ago as the middle of the 1
st
 Century, Ignatius of Antioch had insisted that 

nothing ought to be done without the authority of the local bishop; Cyprian followed this 

tradition. For him, the question of the lapsed was a matter for the bishops.   

 

The consequence of this was that the Church of the (accredited) bishops became the only 

place where a Christian could find his home. Unity was the issue. Outside of the Church, the 

single, universal church throughout the world, there was no salvation. The charismatic 
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prophets of the days of the DidachǛ,
24

 and the authority of the confessors in the days of 

persecution, gave way to the supreme authority of the bishop from now on.   

 

Two more issues were raised at this time. The primacy of the bishop of Rome, the city in 

which by tradition both Paul and Peter had died, over the other bishops of the Empire, was 

debated. Scholars are not quite clear as to what Cyprianôs position was on this, though he 

disagreed with the Papal teaching that schismatics and heretics did not need to be re-baptised 

to enter the one true Church; he was a rigorist on this, insisting that they had not been really 

baptised in the former churches (even where that baptism had been Trinitarian). 

 

After the death of Decius, the next Emperor, Valerian, also began to persecute Church 

leaders. Cyprian was arrested in 257 AD and the following year was executed. 

 

What issues does all this history raise for us today? One is clearly that an Episcopal form of 

Church government was established, rooted in the concept of óapostolic successionô of 

Clement of Rome and Irenaeus, and that this was to be the unalterable form the mainstream 

Church was to take (Orthodox East and Catholic West) for the rest of church history.   

 

When non-episcopal churches appear from the time of the Reformation onwards, either they 

are impossible to integrate into a concept of Unity (an impossibility felt by the Orthodox) or 

they are somehow (as at present the Catholic Church maintains) to be seen as lesser churches 

than the true one. 

 

Another issue is the primacy of the pope (the bishop of Rome), the seed of which doctrine 

was clearly sown by Cyprianôs day. In his On the Unity of the Catholic Church, Cyprian, in 

one version of the text of the treatise known as the óPrimacy Textô writes:   

 

óAgain, after his resurrection he says to him (Peter), ñFeed my sheep.ò He ñbuilds 

his churchò on him, and to him he gives his sheep to be fed: and although he confers 

an equal power on all the Apostles, yet he has appointed one throne and by his 

authority has ordained the source and principle of unity. The other Apostles were, to 

be sure, what Peter was, but primacy is given to Peter, and the Church and the throne 

are shown to be one.ô 

 

Scholars debate whether or not this was Cyprianôs final view of the Papacy, but the idea took 

root and became a central tenet of Catholicism in the West.  Pope Damascus I (366-384 AD) 

made much of the claim for Peterôs (Romeôs) primacy over all other bishops.   

 

This view of the Papacy is a great stumbling block to unity to both Protestants and Orthodox. 

 

Yet another issue is the question of the nature and importance of baptism for unity. Is 

Trinitarian baptism enough to establish a person as a Christian? The Catholic/Orthodox 
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position would see baptism as not to be repeated, as it incorporates the Christians into the 

Church once for all, a position also taken by many Protestants.  

 

Finally, is the Church for the holy only? Who is holy enough to be in the Church anyway? If I 

sin as a Christian, can I be restored on repentance only? 

 

These are all issues to be thought about today in the context of Christian Unity. If I am 

concerned about the structural and organic union of churches then, it seems to me, the 

difficulties of union are immense: the historical legacies of the Episcopal churches cannot 

be laid to one side. But a measure of unity is possible on the basis of shared spiritual life. 

As to the validity of each otherôs baptisms, the Catholic view of Rome in Cyprianôs day of 

accepting Trinitarian baptism as a basis for fellowship should prevail today. 

 

Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD) profoundly influenced the development of the thinking of 

the church in the West among both Catholics, and later, Protestants. He was born in Tagaste 

in Numidia (Algeria today) of a pagan father and a devout Christian mother, Monnica. After 

some schooling locally he went to Carthage where he studied rhetoric. Here, at 17, he began 

to live with a woman by whom he had a son, Adeodatus (ógift of Godô). They stayed together 

for 14 years until he came under the conviction that the relationship was wrong.   

 

Reading Cicero turned Augustineôs mind to concepts of prayer and faith; he began to read the 

Christian Scriptures but found them uninspiring. The Persian dualistic philosophy of 

Manichaeism attracted him with its rigorous asceticism, and he followed its teachings for 

nine years. Manichaeism was an amalgam of faiths with some smatterings of Christianity. It 

taught that man was trapped in an evil prison amid the conflict of light against darkness and 

spirit against matter. Religious messengers such as Jesus and the Buddha could bring light, 

but in the individual struggle against the passions and appetites lay the way of liberation.   

 

Augustine became disillusioned with Manichaeism, and he moved to Rome in 383 AD and 

then on to Milan, in the north of Italy, where there was a powerful Catholic bishop, Ambrose, 

to teach rhetoric. Augustine was still not free from fighting his passions, especially his sexual 

appetite, but he became more and more open to the teaching of the Christian church. He 

began to accept a neo-Platonist concept of God as the One supreme existence to which man 

can aspire to be joined.   

 

In his autobiographical Confessions, Augustine tells the delightful story of how, depressed by 

his low spiritual state, he entered a garden and heard, from somewhere nearby, a child 

chanting or singing, óPick up to read, pick up to read.ô This caused him to take up a letter of 

Paul he had been reading earlier. There his eyes fell on these words:  

 

óLet us live honourably as in the day, not in revelling and drunkenness, not in 

debauchery and licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy. Instead put on the Lord 

Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh to gratify its desires.ô (Romans 13.13-

14) 

 

He came to a living faith, and was no longer a religious dilettante trying out the various 

philosophies of the age, but a child of Christ and a son of the Church. He was baptized in 387 

AD by Ambrose, along with his son Adeodatus.   
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In 391 AD he returned to his native Algeria and became ordained as a priest; four years later 

he was appointed assistant bishop of Hippo, and soon after full bishop. Here he founded a 

monastery and a school to train clergy. He died there in 430 AD as Vandal invaders were 

attacking the city. 

 

Augustineôs influence on the future doctrine and development of the Church was immense. 

He wrote against the Donatists and Pelagians, who, in his eyes, harmed the Church, the one 

by schism from it, the other by making man his own saviour and by denying original sin in 

man. Against them, Augustine taught that the Church was not an exclusive company of the 

ópureô but a mixture of the good and bad, and that sacraments performed in Christôs name 

outside the Church were valid.   

 

Against the Pelagians he developed both his strong sense of the grace of God, giving us in 

Christ what we could never deserve, and his conviction that it is the sovereignty of God alone 

which chooses the elect to salvation. This high view of the sovereignty of God was to mould 

the thinking of almost all the early 16
th
 Century Protestant Reformers in Europe; it was to be 

the cause of a reaction to its severity in the 17
th
 Century in the theology of Arminius and 

others; and it is a source of contention still with us today. 

 

Augustineôs great work On the Trinity emphasised the equality of the Persons of Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit over against earlier views of the subordination of Son and Holy Spirit within 

the Godhead. 

 

When the city of Rome fell to the invading Visigoths under the semi-Arian Alaric in 410 AD, 

and people were conscious of an era coming to an end, Augustine took nearly 25 years to 

write The City of God (412-426 AD), which was to mould Church thinking on the 

relationship of Church and State for very many years to come.   

 

In it, World Empires constituted the Earthly City, the Church the Heavenly City. There in the 

heavenly city are the predestined of God. The Church, as the heavenly city, is destined to rule 

the world as a visible body empowered by God to correct and teach the secular State, whose 

duty is to support and further true Godliness. In this way Augustine opened a vision of the 

Church which was to dominate the medieval Churchôs thinking about its place on earth. The 

head of the Church on earth, which increasingly from the 5
th
 Century onwards was seen in the 

West and the Bishop of Rome, had a duty to guide the affairs of men: the Papacy became 

involved in the affairs of princes even to engaging in military action to promote the Churchôs 

interest. 

 

To understand the Catholic concept of the Church today, we must understand Cyprianôs stress 

on the importance of bishops as Godôs appointed rulers and Augustineôs strong sense that the 

Church has a visible present on earth in a body to which all Christians should belong.   

 

Later in history some Christians (Protestants) would abandon an Episcopal view of church 

government and others reject the role of the Church as mentor to the State, and instead 

advocate that the Church withdraw from the world and its society. 

 

As for the Eastern part of the Church, it did not develop a Papacy or centralized control. It 

looked to the seven Ecumenical Councils from 325 to 787 AD as authoritative for doctrine 

and order, and it accepted the ancient Eastern churches of Constantinople, Alexandria, 

Antioch and Jerusalem as leading, autocephalous  (literally óself-headedô) churches.  
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The Eastern Churchôs relationship with the Papacy was from early years strained, and it 

became openly hostile in the 11
th
 Century. The Orthodox concept of the Church was that of a 

body of believers in whom the Christ dwelt, especially through their participation in the 

Eucharist, rather than a structured community of believers all owning allegiance to a central 

God-appointed head on earth. 
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CHAPTER 2  THE FIRST GREAT SPLI T: EAST AND WEST PART COMPANY  

 

 

 

The óundivided Churchô as Orthodoxy sees it lasted from Pentecost to 1054. During this time 

there were plenty of divisions, heresies and schisms, yet it would be true to say that, 

doctrinally anyway, a consensus was reached that most Christians have subsequently 

accepted. This is seen as summarised in the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed of 

Constantinople in 381 AD. Western bishops accepted this Creed and, because it came out of 

an Ecumenical Council, Orthodoxy sees it as the authentic Creed of the Church for all time. 

 

However, Orthodoxy does not accept the filioque clause: it claims this was inserted at a later 

date, and unilaterally, by the Western (Latin) Church. Filioque (óand from the Sonô) is the 

phrase that says the Holy Spirit proceeded from the Father and from the Son; it was 

probably first used at the Latin Third Council of Toledo in 589 AD. Orthodoxy sees this as 

detrimental to the Father as the sole source of being in the Godhead. So, on two counts, 

Orthodoxy rejects this clause: one that it was imposed by one part of the Church on the rest 

(Emperor Charlemagne denounced the Greeks for not using the filioque), and the other that it 

is bad theology. 

 

Long before this first split of the Church in 1054, the Eastern Christians had developed a 

distinctively Greek kind of Christianity. By as late as 450 AD few Western scholars could 

read Greek (even Augustine of Hippo had difficulty), and it was rare for a Byzantine scholar 

to know Latin. 

 

There were other deep differences, too. As Timothy Ware points out in his book The 

Orthodox Church, the Eastern idea of Church government was collegial rather than 

monarchical.
25

 No one bishop rose to be the supreme bishop over the East as the bishop of 

Rome had become Pope in the West.   

 

Today there are additional centres for Orthodoxy, for example Moscow, but still the same 

principle is maintained of each patriarchate being autonomous yet linked to all the other 

churches by adherence to the Orthodoxy which came out of the seven Ecumenical Councils 

(from Nicaea in 325 AD to the Second Council of Nicaea in 787 AD). 

 

The distinction between laity and clergy was not as acute as in the West, where theology was 

firmly in the hands of the clergy. Salvation was seen in the East as theosis, the indwelling of 

God in the believer and the indwelling of the believer in God.  

 

Salvation in the West has had more to do with a forensic view of sinôs guilt being cleared by 

the death of Christ on the Cross. For the East the Cross was the means of manôs redemption, 

but salvation is more than just forgiveness, it is also the union of the believer with God. So in 

the Orthodox theology, the resurrection, by which the risen Christ is given to all who receive 

him, is central. 

 

Other differences also developed between East and West, with the East permitting clergy to 

marry (though not bishops, who came from the monasteries) while the Catholic Church 

                                            
25

 Ware, Timothy, The Orthodox Church, Penguin Books, 1967, p 243. 
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insisted from the second Lateran Council of 1139 that all priests must be celibate. (The call to 

celibacy for clergy had been made in the West from very early days.) There was even a 

dispute about the use of unleavened bread (azymes) in the Eucharist, which the East rejected. 

 

The actual split came over a question of authority: had the Pope in Rome jurisdiction over 

Constantinople, the leading Patriarchate of Orthodoxy? By 1054 Italy had tried to impose its 

Latin rite there. In retaliation the Patriarch of Constantinople (Michael Cerularius) demanded 

that Latin churches in Constantinople should use the Greek rite, and closed them down for 

not doing so.  

 

Matters came to a head when Pope Leo IX sent a legate to Constantinople to bring the city 

into line. The Popeôs representative, Humbert, gave Constantinople a bull of 

excommunication and accused the Greeks of omitting the filioque. Constantinople replied in 

kind and the damage was done. Reconciliation in part is only now being made, in the 20
th
 and 

21
st
 Centuries.  

 

The Crusades further embittered relations between East and West when Latin patriarchates 

were set up in Jerusalem and Antioch: they then had two Patriarchs, Greek and Latin! 

 

Relations reached their lowest point in 1204, when Crusaders attacked Constantinople, 

wrecked Greek churches and killed many fellow Christians.
26

 

 

Before Constantinople fell to the Turks in 1453, and as a direct result of the threat to the 

Church from expanding Islam, an ecumenical Council was called in 1438 as a continuation of 

the reforming Council of Basle. It met first in Ferrara and then, the next year, in Florence. 

Delegates who would not follow the Pope to Florence remained in Basle and denounced him 

as a heretic and deposed him.   

 

The aim of the Council of Florence was union between the Latin and Greek churches. The 

Pope, Eugenius IV, was present with the Greek Emperor, John VIII Palaeologus, and Joseph, 

the Patriarch of Constantinople. The points of contention between the two communions were 

Catholic as opposed to Orthodox terms and usages: the filioque clause in the Niceno-

Constantinopolitan Creed, the use of azymes, the doctrine of purgatory and the position of the 

Pope as supreme Teacher of the Church.   

 

There was cautious assent to agreement on these points by the Orthodox, but little enthusiasm 

for union in Constantinople. Even many Greek delegates to the Council who had signed for 

the union did not further it practically once they were home. A gesture of unity was made in 

the church of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople by the holding of a united service conducted by 

Orthodox and Catholic priests, even as the Turks were at the gates of the city. But it was too 

little and too late.   
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 Timothy Ware writes: óChristians in the West still do not realize how deep is the disgust and how 

lasting the horror with which Orthodox regard actions such as the sack of Constantinople by the 

Crusaders.ô (The Orthodox  Church, Penguin Books, 1967, p 69.) The violence and the sacrilege of 

the Crusaders, so-called fellow Christians, in, for example, the destruction of the altar and screen in 

the Church of the Holy Wisdom (Hagia Sophia), drove a deep wedge between the Eastern and 

Western Churches which has not yet been removed. Political intrigues of the Western (Latin) leaders 

with ambitions in the East brought about this disgraceful episode. 
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It is interesting to reflect that the issues debated at the Council of Florence have still not been 

fully resolved by the Orthodox and Catholic  churches, to this day. 

 

In 1453 Constantinople fell to the Turks. It has never been in óChristianô hands since. The 

southern Mediterranean lands of North Africa, Turkey, and Mesopotamia, once areas of 

strong Christian influence, all fell under Islamic rule. Christians were allowed to be a 

óprotected peopleô (dhimmis) with an inferior status in society.  The magnificent church 

building of Hagia Sophia (St Sophia, Holy Wisdom) stands today in Constantinople as a 

forlorn symbol of Constantinopleôs Christian past.
27

  

 

The bishop of Rome is regarded with reverence by Orthodoxy, but not in any way with the 

submission required by Catholics. So while Orthodoxy is óCatholicô in its understanding of 

salvation, with its stress on the supreme importance of the sacrament of the ódivine liturgyô,
28

 

it is not Roman Catholic and refuses to recognise the Popeôs infallibility as teacher of all 

Christians.  This position is illustrated in the way the two sides view the Eucharist. Catholics 

hold to a dogma of transubstantiation, while the Orthodox, strongly believing in a óreal 

Presenceô in the bread and the wine, do not have a dogma to adhere to in order to explain or 

describe it. 

 

Some critics of Orthodoxy have drawn attention to nationalism in Orthodoxy, which has 

sometimes fostered ethnic conflict. This may well be because of the State and Church unions 

and the desire to be the only religion of a particular area, rather as Islam sees itself as 

destined to control the lives of all within its orbit. This is alien to the spirit of Protestantism 

and modern Catholicism. 

 

The aversion to intercommunion is deep-seated in many Orthodox  people. To have a 

common celebration of the Eucharist would, to Orthodoxy, be an assault on its claim to be the 

one true Church. But if Christian Unity is not just to be a hollow phrase intercommunion 

must come about and it may well have to start at ógrassrootsô level.  

 

For many Catholics also there is difficulty in grasping the prospect of intercommunion, but at 

least, at present, the official Catholic view of óseparatedô Christians is that they are part of the 

Church Invisible and genuinely fellow-believers.  

 

An article in a religious newspaper in November 2005 reported that:  

 

óThe ñVatican opens the ecumenical door on Communionò by allowing non-Catholics 

to receive Communion on special occasions, but still forbids its own communicants 

from receiving Communion in non-Catholic congregations and gatherings.ô
29

 

 

                                            
27

 Hagia Sophia, (St Sophia). This beautiful and gracious Church, built in 537 AD by the Emperor 

Justinian I, should have been a perpetual monument to the goodness of the Gospel; it became a 

mosque at the capture of Constantinople in 1453, and since 1935, under secular governments, has 

been a museum. 
 
28

 Divine liturgy. The term used in Orthodoxy for the central ceremony of their Holy Communion 

(Eucharist or Mass). 
 
29

 Church of England Newspaper, 11 November 2005. 
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There is so much that Orthodoxy shares with both Catholicism and Conservative 

Protestantism, especially in the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, with its commitment to the 

doctrines of the Trinity, the real humanity and deity of Jesus, and Jesus as sole Saviour and 

Lord.  It has much to offer the West in its óapophatic theologyô,
30

 its truth of theosis, its 

freedom from a central overpowering authority and in its sense of the majesty and mystery of 

the Godhead in the Divine Liturgy. 

 

In September 2006, the Russian Orthodox Church called for ótraditionalistô Christian 

churches to join to meet the threats of secularism and liberal theologies. An appeal was made 

by Bishop Hilarion of Vienna, the Moscow Patriarchateôs representative to ecumenical 

organisations, during the Dialogue of Civilisations forum in Rhodes. His appeal for an 

alliance was not just to Roman Catholics, Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox and traditionalist 

Anglicans, but also to traditionalist Protestants, which in effect meant Conservative 

Evangelicals.  

 

Earlier, in August of the same year, Metropolitan Kyrill of Smolensk and Kaliningrad, the 

Russian Churchôs chief of external relations, contacted Pittsburghôs Bishop Robert Duncan, 

seeking to restore relations between Moscow and the traditionalist dioceses in the Episcopal 

Church.
31

  

 

This is surely evidence of something new happening in the Church, which ought not to be 

ignored by any of the three traditions.  

 

Orthodoxy does challenge some Western theology, in particular its doctrine of original sin 

seen as original guilt. In Orthodoxy man is seen to inherit Adamôs fallen corruption and 

mortality but not his guilt, and consequently in Orthodox teaching an unbaptised baby is not 

in danger. Recent theological developments in the Roman Catholic Church on the question of 

limbo, an intermediate, eternal place for unbaptised babies outside heaven, are pointing in the 

direction of the doctrine being dropped, which would bring Catholicism closer to Orthodoxy 

and Protestantism. 

 

All three traditions agree, however, that mankind is fallen and cannot bring itself back to God 

without the Incarnation and the Atonement. 

 

While Orthodoxy and Catholicism share much in common ï sacramental worship, 

ósacerdotalismô,
32

 veneration of Mary, and belief in the efficacy of the prayers of the departed 

ï yet Orthodoxy can be quite close to Protestantism, especially in its Evangelical form. For 

instance, on the question of purgatory Orthodoxy parts company with Catholicism:  
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 Apophatic theology, also known as óNegative theologyô. A theology that attempts to describe God, 

the Divine Good, by negation, to speak only in terms of what may not be said about the perfect 

goodness that is God. In brief, negative theology is an attempt to achieve unity with the Divine Good 

through discernment, gaining knowledge of what God is not (apophasis), rather than by describing 

what God is.  
 
31

 Church of England Newspaper, 6 October 06. 
 
32

 Sacerdotalism. The idea that a propitiatory sacrifice for sin must be offered by the intervention of 

an order of men separated to the priesthood. 
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óWhen a man dies in the grace of God, then God freely forgives him all his sins and 

demands no expiatory penalties: Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 

world, is our only atonement and satisfaction.ô
33

 

 

It would be true to observe that in general Eastern Orthodoxy has not tried to proselytise in 

the way that both the Roman Catholic Church and the Protestant churches have tried to win 

the Orthodox to their brands of Christianity. For this both groups need to repent of any 

unchristian conduct towards the Orthodox, while in no way retracting their particular views 

and emphases.
34

 

 

Yet, to be realistic, Orthodoxy looks askance at both the Roman Church and the Protestant 

churches, seeing them all as defective. A very interesting Orthodox writer who critiques both 

camps is Alexis Stepanovich Khomiakov (1804-1860). Under the influence of William 

Palmer of Magdalen College, Oxford (not the Palmer of the Tractarians), he wrote a seminal 

work, The Church is One (1844-45).  

 

He saw the Orthodox Church as óan organic society of which Christ was the Head and the 

Holy Spirit the Soul and whose essence was ñfreedom in the spirit at one with itself.òô
35

 He 

saw Protestants as having freedom but no unity and Roman Catholics as having unity but no 

freedom. He levelled a devastating attack on Papal Infallibility ï it is a sort of eighth 

Sacrament in Khomiakovôs eyes, in that it suggests the person can be separated from holiness 

and still be the Churchôs Teacher.  

 

On the other hand, Protestantism replaced the Church with the óIô of each individual having 

the right to interpret and teach.  

 

For Khomiakov, holiness of life is the basis of the Churchôs real unity. Dealing with 

Khomiakovôs teaching, Serge Bolshakoff writes, óUnity must be promoted first by 

saintliness,ô and óIf Eastern and Western Christians lead a godly life, they will find the way to 

unite.ô
36

  

 

Khomiakov denounced óformal unionsô. Both Eastern and Western parts of the Christian 

Church must repent of their sins and wrong attitudes to the other. óThe reunion of 

Christendom may be achieved only through the mutual love of Eastern and Western 

Christians.ô Therein lies hope.  

 

As never before, East and West are talking to each other and learning from each other. 

This is part of the new thing that is happening in our day. We cannot repent of our sins if 
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 See Lawrence, John, Hard facts of Unity, a Layman Looks at the Ecumenical Movement, SCM 

Press, 1961, Ch 8. 
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 Bolshakoff, Serge, The Doctrine of the Church in the works of Khomiakov and Moehler, SPCK, 
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1946, p 302. 
 



  

Page 36 
 

we do not talk to each other.  Our task is to find ways of increasing our contacts and our 

understanding of each other. 

 

One of the ways this is being attempted is through the work of the Fellowship of St Alban and 

St Sergius. The Fellowship was founded in 1928 by members of Eastern Orthodox and 

Western churches (the latter mainly but not entirely from the Anglo-Catholic element in the 

Anglican Church). Before the Communist Revolution of 1917 in Russia there had been little 

contact between Eastern and Western Churches. In the 18
th
 Century Anglican ónon-jurorsô 

(who had sworn loyalty to James II and would not swear loyalty to the incoming and, as they 

saw it, usurping Protestant William of Orange) had engaged in talks with the Orthodox 

concerning union, but nothing concrete came of them.   

 

During the 1917 Communist Revolution, Orthodox believers fled the new atheistic regime, 

and, as religious refugees, found homes in the West, particularly in France and in the UK.  

One of the young Russian refugees was Nicholas Zernov, who, with the Student Christian 

Movement, organised conferences in 1927 and 1928 in the town of St Albans to bring Eastern 

and Western Christian students together.   

 

At these conferences in St Albans, a gesture towards union was made by having communion 

services in the same chapel though at different times. This does not seem like a great step 

forward in unity, yet Orthodoxy at that time still regarded contact with óhereticsô and 

óschismaticsô as forbidden.   

 

As Roman Catholics would have nothing to do with the Fellowship officially, it was left to 

Anglicans and Orthodox in the main to foster the vision of unity through the Fellowship. 

Since its founding, the Fellowship has encouraged debate, discussion and joint study by the 

Eastern and Western Churches.  Its Journal is called Sobornost, a Russian word which can be 

translated ótogethernessô, ócooperationô or even óunity in diversityô. 

 

The Fellowship has done much to foster understanding between Eastern and Western 

Churches, and currently has both an Orthodox and an Anglican President. It stands for 

traditional Nicene Christianity and against women in church leadership and the practice of 

homosexual life styles. 
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CHAPTER 3   óNO ARGUING WITH HERETICSô ï THE MEDIEVAL  

CHURCH 

 

 

 

What kind of discipline did the Early Church exert over those who caused divisions or were 

morally at fault? As far as the evidence of the New Testament is concerned we can say that 

the church was taught to exclude such members, with the hope of their restoration, but that 

there was no thought of other punishments and certainly not of using the kind of force which 

later the Church of the Middle Ages was to wield. Only with the power that came with the 

Churchôs imitation of the State did she descend to the violence against heretics or schismatics 

that was the mark of most of the Inquisitions. 

 

Immorality in the Church was dealt with summarily, from the evidence of Paulôs letters and 

the letters of Jude and Peter. óYou must not associate with anyone who calls himself a brother 

but is sexually immoral or greedy (covetous), or an idolater or a slanderer, a drunkard, or a 

swindler. With such a man do not even eatô (1 Corinthians 5.11).  

 

Christians who fall into sin must be gently restored (Galatians 6.1). Even brothers who are 

idle or disregard the apostolic traditions ought to be shunned to make them feel ashamed, but 

still be regarded as brothers in Christ (2 Thessalonians 3.6, 14). Jude was aware that immoral 

and apostate men were infiltrating themselves into the church but advises only that they be 

shown mercy (Jude 4, 22-23). Peter in similar language describes the false teachers in the 

church but leaves them to be judged by God (2 Peter 2).  

 

Paul has a curious instruction concerning how to deal with immorality: the immoral person 

must be handed over óto Satan with a view to the destruction of the flesh that the spirit may 

be saved in the day of the Lordô  (1 Corinthians 5.5). 

 

Schismatics must be warned and put out of the church: óWarn a divisive person once, and 

then warn him a second time. After that have nothing to do with himô (Titus 3.10). Even 

doubters of the resurrection were reasoned with but not excluded from fellowship (1 

Corinthians 15.12ff).  

 

A teacher in the church was taught by Paul to be patient and long-suffering and gentle with 

one who opposed him (2 Timothy 2.23-26), with the hope of his repentance and restoration. 

The Epistle of Jude and 2 Peter give evidence that heretical teachers were causing trouble in 

the Church, but in both these Epistles there is no suggestion that they are to be dealt with by 

temporal punishments: God alone will judge them.  

 

The first and second Epistles of John are also concerned with the problem of heretical 

teachers. They are to be discovered by the proclamation of the truth of Jesusô real humanity 

and real deity (1 John 2.4, 15), and 2 John 10 warns against allowing them to be welcomed 

into the church and our homes.  

 

The time had not come when heresy was to be seen as deserving of punishment by the State. 

The Church was a minority in society and beginning to be persecuted. There is a story that 

John the Apostle fled from the public baths in Ephesus when he learned that the heretic 

Cerinthus, a Docetic teacher, was also in the baths! Shunning heretics and proclaiming the 

truth against them seems to have been the apostolic method of dealing with them. 
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The question of heresy does not come into the texts of the Gospels, but Matthewôs church 

teaching does include how to settle disputes in the church (Matthew 18.15-17), and the final 

sanction against an offender is to put him out of the church.  

 

Both Matthewôs and Johnôs Gospels have the saying of Jesus which is taken in some 

churches to mean that the church has authority to forgive or not to forgive an offender, to 

bind him or loose him (Matthew 16.19 and John 20.22-23), but what exactly the binding and 

loosing entails is a question of much debate. In any case there seems to be no sense of 

temporal punishment involved. In the days of the Early Church, heresy was not punished 

other than by excommunication. 

 

However, when the Church became a State religion, from the latter part of the 4
th
 Century, 

heresy was seen as divisive both in the Church and in society as a whole. Measures began to 

be taken to root it out by force.  

 

The first known killings of heretics came in the middle of the 4
th
 Century when Priscillians

37
 

at Trier were executed in 385 AD for heretical views, but large-scale persecutions came later, 

in the 13
th
 Century, when opposition to the growing threat of the Cathari became bitter. Both 

Martin of Tours (died c.400 AD) and Ambrose of Milan (died c.397 AD) protested against 

the executions of the Priscillians, and John Chrysostom (died c.407 AD) wrote that óto put a 

heretic to death would be a crime inexpiable.ô 

 

The Cathari (the ópure onesô) were a Gnostic sect with Christian overtones which vigorously 

attacked the institution of the Church through its preaching in the vernacular. The 

Church/State connection was abhorred by the Cathari, whose aim was perfection of soul and 

release from all influences seen in the appetites of the flesh and in worldly glory. Asceticism 

was embraced vigorously by the most advanced of the Cathari, the so-called óperfectiô, and 

they shunned marriage.   

 

There were thorough-going or partial dualists among them, seeing in the Old Testament an 

evil god and in the New Testament glimpses of the true God. A curious mixture of ideas 

crowded into their thinking and influenced their concepts of spirituality. The deity of Christ 

was denied but he was seen as the soul of the cosmos. The Church was not needed to 

interpret Scripture, which they read in the vernacular, rejecting most of the Old Testament 

and some of the Prophets. Marcionôs heresy lived on in them.  

 

Europe in the early 12
th
 Century was full of wandering preachers, and the ideal of the poor 

man of Christ lovingly living ascetically for God, epitomised by Francis of Assisi (1181-

1226), caught the popular magination. Friedrich Heer notes: óCatharism spread so quickly 

that even its own leaders were unable to control it.ô
38

 It appealed to labourers and to noble 

men and women alike, giving an attractive óalternative world-viewô, as we might say today, 

to the dominant Catholic view of Christendom. 
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 Priscillian was a Spaniard, a high-ranking layman who by his example of asceticism and self-denial 

gained many followers. He was consecrated Bishop of Avila by sympathetic bishops but his teaching, 

possibly of a Gnostic nature, was condemned. Finally, he and several of his followers, including a 

woman supporter, Eucrotia, were executed, in spite of the protests of Martin of Tours. 
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Catharism gave its extremely earnest seekers after ópurityô a status in their circle. Such 

perfecti were prepared by a yearôs catechumenate, testing and penance in order to receive the 

consolamentum, the gift of the Holy Spirit by the laying on of hands of the perfecti. After 

such a ceremony the perfecti were prepared for a life of austerity, abstinence from sex and 

meats and readiness, if necessary, for suffering and martyrdom. For the rest of the believers, 

the credentes, who could not attain to such a standard, there was the hope that, just before 

death, they might receive the consolamentum. Catharism conducted a sort of parallel church 

experience, with prayers and hymns, a communal meal and a breaking of bread to take the 

place of the Mass.  

 

Catholicism had become remote to many ordinary worshippers, with a sort of secret religion 

conducted in the sanctuary in an alien language. A brotherhood of suffering existed among 

the Cathari, and a kiss of peace and a sermon in oneôs own language contributed to the sense 

of belonging to a pure and spiritual people.           

 

Yet the Cathari were heretics. Their rejection of the authority of the Church; their use of the 

vernacular in worship and preaching; their dualism and heterodox, docetic views of the 

Person of Christ; and their rejection of the belief in the resurrection of the body, meant that 

the essential elements of Catholic Christianity were denied.  

 

The growing link between the Church and the State made it inevitable that heresy in the 

Church was seen to be inimical to the health of the State. The Church began to look to the 

State to punish those she declared to be heretics. In 1022 Robert of France had 13 Cathari 

burned at Orleans. Not only was the Church as an institution outraged by heresy, but ordinary 

Catholics felt the offence, too.   

 

In 1114 in Germany, mobs dragged some heretics from prison and burned them. On more 

than one occasion clergy rescued heretics from lynch mobs.  

 

The Second Lateran Council
39

  of 1179 commended the punishment of heretics by secular 

bodies. In 1184 Emperor Frederick Barbarossa put all heretics under the ban of the Empire
40

 

so that heresy came to be seen as a kind of treason. Executions of Cathari, usually by burning, 

lasted for the best part of 200 years in Europe. With the Bogomils (lovers of God), another 

Cathari-like sect from Eastern Europe, the Cathari were to trouble the Church for the most of 

the 12
th
 and 13

th
 Centuries. 

 

What must be borne in mind is the wide extent of Catharism in Europe by the early 13
th
 

Century. Both geographically and socially they posed a threat to the Church and the Empire. 
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 There was a series of Church Councils which met in the Lateran Palace, in Rome between the 7
th
 

and 18
th
 Centuries.  The most important was the 4

th
 Lateran Council under Innocent III, at which the 

doctrine of transubstantiation was declared to be the truth about the Eucharist and yearly confession to 

a priest was required of all Christians. 
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 The ban of the Empire. As well as Luther being excommunicated from the Church by Papal decree, 

the newly elected Emperor, Charles V, as the Churchôs secular custodian, put him under the ban of the 

Empire by the Edict of Worms, 26 May 1521.  By this Edict Luther was banished from the lands of 

the Empire (and was hidden for his safety by friends for a while in Warthburg Castle), and wherever 

his writings could be found they were to be burned. 

 



  

Page 40 
 

They were missionary-minded and their appeal was to people weary of much that was jaded 

in the religion of the day.  

 

So great was the threat seen to be that between 1208 and 1228 a Papal  Crusade was launched 

against the Cathari (also called Albigensians) in their centre in Albi, Southern France.  In 

1181 a first Crusade against them was conducted without success, but the 13
th
 Century 

attempt saw their downfall throughout Europe.  In the Crusade, indulgences were offered to 

soldiers fighting against them and confiscated Cathari estates were granted to crusaders.  By 

the early 14
th
 Century Catharism was all but annihilated. 

 

In the wake of this successful Crusade, the Inquisition (not an institution, but a widespread 

network of investigations into heresy) came into being in Toulouse in 1229, along with the 

setting up of a Papal University there. Scriptures in the vernacular were banned and Catholics 

were required to abjure heresy from their youth. A repressive era for heretics was ushered in. 

 

Similar in many ways to the Cathari were the Bogomils of Eastern Europe. They rejected 

most of the Old Testament except the Psalms. Creation was the work of an evil power. 

Dualist Gnostic influences were strong among them, as among the Cathari, and the Eastern 

Orthodox  Church denounced them as heretics. As among the Cathari, sexual activity was 

deplored. Material things were evil, so water baptism and the Lordôs Supper were rejected in 

favour of a purely spiritual interpretation of the sacraments. The Bogomils had two grades of 

followers, the óordinaryô who could be finally blessed by a óspiritual baptismô just before 

death and the óPerfect Onesô who lived on a higher plane all their lives by a rigorous, ascetic 

life-style. Both the Bogomils and the Cathari created their own bishoprics, making them seem 

even more of a threat to the Church.  

 

Some German Cathari peasants did come to England in 1162, but they met with little success, 

were branded and expelled. Four years later the Council of Clarendon had written into it a 

clause against favouring heretics. Heer points out that it was óthe first example of a secular 

heresy law to be found in Medieval Europe.ô
41

 

In both the East and the West heresy was seen as leading to the breakup of society if left 

unchecked, but it was suppressed more vigorously in the West than in the East. In several 

European countries the mechanism for rooting it out was to set up investigations into its 

extent and to give heretics a chance to conform to the Churchôs demands. These 

investigations or Inquisitions began in the reign of Pope Gregory IX (1227-1241) and were 

successful in controlling the most dangerous of the Gnostic groups; only the Waldensians and 

Lollards (who were not Gnostic but theologically Orthodox except for their ecclesiology) 

survived.  

 

Inquisitions were held in France, Spain, Italy and Germany but not in the British Isles or 

Scandinavia. The inquisitions as organised by Gregory IX were conducted by mendicant 

Orders (friars), especially the Dominicans, who visited towns with a view to hearing of 

suspected heretics. Informers were anonymous and the accused were allowed no appeal for 

trial.  

 

Voluntary confessions led to penance. The threat of confiscation of goods no doubt brought 

many suspects to repentance, equally with the threat of death and torture. Heresy became 

                                            
41

 Heer, Friedrich The Medieval World. Mentor, 1961, p 207. 
 



  

Page 41 
 

politicised: óWhen Frisian and Saxon peasants refused to pay church tithes in 1234 large 

numbers were condemned as heretics.ô
42

   

 

The inquisitions brought many heretics to órepentanceô by recanting their views, no matter 

what they thought privately, and some unrepentant heretics were burned to death, but these 

cases seem generally to have been rare.  

 

By the 16
th
 Century the Italian Inquisition had rooted out incipient Protestantism from their 

land. The last case of burning a heretic was in Seville in 1781. The great Dominican teacher, 

Thomas Aquinas, justified the inquisitions by stating that heresy was more serious than, say, 

forgery, for heresy was a corruption of faith and as forgers are put to death by the State, so 

should heretics be taken off the world for the safety of others. He said that heretics should be 

given two admonitions to recant, out of mercy, but a stubborn heretic was a danger to others 

and would infect them if allowed to live.
43

  

 

Two notorious Inquisitors must be named, Torquemada of Spain and Conrad of Marburg, 

Germany.  

 

Tomas Torquemada (1420-1498), a Dominican, was created the first Inquisitor General of 

the newly established Spanish Inquisition in 1482. His Inquisition was independent of the 

Papal Inquisition, and was thorough and effective, especially against Jewish óconvertsô 

(Marranos) and Muslim óconvertsô (Moriscos) who had lapsed from their professed faith in 

the Catholic Church. It is estimated that 2,000 executions by burning occurred under 

Torquemada in Spain.  

 

In Germany Conrad of Marburg  (c.1180-1233) was a fanatical Papal Inquisitor appointed 

by Gregory IX to root out Cathari and Waldensians. He was responsible for the deaths of 

many óhereticsô and his excesses of persecutions were denounced by a court of bishops at 

Mainz. Later he was assassinated. 

 

Two groups, the Lollards and Waldensians, were regarded by the Church as dangerous sects. 

But they were not at all like the main threat to the Church, the Cathari-like sects, whose basic 

world-view was a Gnosticism that rejected most of the tenets of the Christian faith.   

 

óLollardsô was the nickname for those preachers in England who followed the main teachings 

of John Wycliffe (c.1330-1384). The word ólollardô probably came from a derogatory view 

of popular preachers (Dutch word lollen, to sing, to chant) who purveyed Wycliffeôs ideas 

across the country; it could be later used of anyone critical of the Church.  

 

Their views would later be embraced by mainstream Protestantism. They included rejection 

of the institution of the Papacy; the right of an individual to interpret the Scriptures, which 

were regarded as the sole authority for faith; and the rejection of a celibate priestly class, of 

transubstantiation and of confession. They also rejected the many appurtenances to the 

Christian faith which they felt had been added by the Church, such as indulgences, the need 

for pilgrimage and so on.  
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Lollard ideas lingered in English religious life and, to some degree, prepared the way for its 

reception by the middle of the 16
th
 Century of Lutheran teaching.    

 

The Waldensians were so named after a merchant of Lyons, (Peter) Waldo, who died early 

in the 13
th
 Century.  What inspired Waldo and his followers was the same spirit of poverty 

and meekness that inspired Francis of Assisi to reject a worldly way of life and live a simple 

Christ-like life.  

 

Persecution of the Waldensians was largely based on the charge of their being schismatics 

and unauthorised itinerant preachers, yet they did oppose Church teaching on such matters as 

purgatory and prayers for the dead.  The Waldensians, unlike the Lollards, did have a 

distinguishable structure with pastors and leadership.    

 

A study of Peter Waldoôs Confession of Faith of 1180 shows that he and his followers were 

thoroughly orthodox in their holding to the doctrines of the Trinity and the Incarnation of the 

Son of God.  The Confession lacks the evangelical note of justification by faith in Christ 

alone in the form expressed in the 16
th
 Century Reformation (a lack found also in Wycliffeôs 

theology), and the Waldo Confession can be read as a testimony to salvation by good works.  

 

At the time of the Protestant Reformation the Waldensians came under the influence of the 

Calvinists in Switzerland, to the north of their valleys in the Italian Alps. They gradually 

became an identifiable Protestant denomination, closely associated with the Reformed 

tradition of Geneva. Their churches are found today mainly in Northern Italy. 

 

It has been noticed by historians that 12
th
 Century Christendom was more open and tolerant 

than that in the next Century. The toleration extended to the Jews. Bernard of Clairvaux 

(1090-1153) and Peter Abelard (1079-1142/3) believed Jews should be tolerated in a 

Christian society: was not Jesus a Jew? Gilbert Crispin (died 1117), Abbot of Westminster, 

conducted public and polite debates with Jewish merchants, and this kind of thing also 

happened in Spain, France and Italy.  

 

By the 13
th
 Century, disputations between Christians and Jews became forbidden, but by then 

neither were Christian heretics to be argued with: they must be re-converted or removed from 

society. Peter Lombard (c.1100-1160) accepted St Paulôs view that heresies drew out the true 

faith.  

 

This gentle approach was overtaken by a sterner Augustinian view: no liberty for errors ï 

convert or die. The concept of death for heretics became rooted in Western Christendomôs 

psyche, and the major 16
th
 Century Protestant reformers did not quite rise above the idea. In 

societies in which traitors could be executed for treason, where Church and State were 

closely linked, they saw heresy too as a sort of treason.   

 

Miguel Servetus (1511-1553) was executed as a heretic in Geneva by the civil authorities 

with Calvinôs approval (though he tried to persuade the town not to burn him but execute him 

more mercifully), and the Swiss Reformer Zwingli  (1484-1531), in Zurich, saw the deaths of 

several Anabaptists for rejecting infant baptism and a State-Church connection. As 16
th
 

Century Protestant reformers saw heresy as inimical to the welfare of both Church and 

Society, they sustained a medieval concept of the Church. 
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Today there is no óChristendomô trying to impose the Christian faith on societies. One can 

argue from the teaching of the New Testament that such a state of affairs was never 

ómeant to beô. Yet Christians must have a basis of unity that excludes as well as includes. 

Later in this book we shall try to outline what this basis is which binds the majority of 

Christians together. 
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CHAPTER 4  THE SECOND GREAT SPLIT: WESTERN CHRISTEN DOM TORN 

APART ï THE PROTESTANT  UPHEAVAL  

 

 

 

Innocent IIIôs papal reign (1198-1216) epitomises the Western ideal of the Church as having 

powers both temporal and spiritual. In his reign transubstantiation was set down as a dogma 

and auricular confession to a priest was enforced. In his reign both Henry IV of France and 

John of England were forced to bow to the Popeôs will. In his reign attempts were made to 

extirpate heresy, particularly of the Cathari (Albigensians) in Southern France. 

 

From the cradle to the grave, for both rich and poor, the Church ruled all of life ï though the 

rich had the prospect of a better life beyond death as they paid for the mitigation of pains in 

purgatory by having masses said for them.  

 

Rumblings of discontent against the power of Pope and priest arose in England as early as 

Bishop Grosseteste of Lincoln (1170-1253). Almost all his life, Grosseteste was deeply 

disturbed by the worldliness of the Church and the stifling effect of the centralised power of 

the Roman Curia. He was a scholar, Biblical commentator, theologian and scientist. His 

treatise De Luce (óOn Lightô) suggested that light was the first form of all matter to be 

created. 

 

In 1235 he left the academic life of Oxford to become Bishop of Lincoln. As a pastor he had 

a zealous concern to remove clergy living a worldly life, both religious and secular. In 1245 

he went to Lyons to plead for church reforms in England before Pope Innocent IV. Five years 

later he went again to Lyons and a Memorial he had written was read to the Pope. In it he 

appealed to the grace and condescension of Christ in coming to earth to redeem mankind as a 

model for Christian ministry. He laid the blame for the indolence, luxury and worldliness of 

the Church firmly on the bad example of the Papal Curia. Innocent IV considered 

excommunicating him. 

 

Just before his death, Grosseteste had another tussle with the Pope, who tried to impose his 

own nephew, Frederick of Lavagna, as a canon of Lincoln Cathedral. Grosseteste firmly 

opposed the move, consistent with his campaign against non-residency of the clergy. He 

prepared even for open rebellion against the Pope if necessary: it was not unity at any price 

for him. A century later Wycliffe was to be influenced by his writings. 

John Wycliffe (c.1330-1384). Wycliffe was an Oxford scholar, and Master of Balliol 

College around 1360. He was an acute critic of the worldliness of the Church of his day, 

which he saw as a lack of grace. He held the thesis that rule and authority were only valid 

when exercised by godly people. The Church was in the midst of its Great Schism at this 

time, with three rival Popes all claiming authority to rule the Church.  

 

Wycliffe attacked folk religion, with its superstitious pilgrimages and reverence of relics, as 

well as the non-residence of clergy in their parishes. He questioned the doctrine of 

transubstantiation, though he held to a real, though not physical, presence of Christ in the 

Eucharist. He taught predestination of the elect to salvation and inspired the translation of the 

Bible into English from the Latin. Many copies of this translation are still extant.   
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As later with Tyndale, Wycliffeôs aim was to put the Bible in the vernacular into the hands of 

the people. His followers as travelling preachers, the óLollardsó, spread his views across the 

land. Although he was not excommunicated, Wycliffeôs body was disinterred and burned by 

the Church in 1428 as the body of a heretic. 

 

The importance of Wycliffeôs part in inspiring the translation of the whole Bible into English 

cannot be overestimated. Copies of the Wycliffite Bible reach all levels of society and played 

a significant part in making Biblical truth accessible to lay people. 

 

Criticisms of the Papacy threatened the unity of the Church, though not all critics wished to 

leave the Church. In De Monarchia, c.1311, Alighieri Dante (1265-1321) spiritualised the 

secular order: the State is of God as truly as the Church is; profane history is under Godôs 

control; and the power of the Emperor is derived directly from God, not from the Church or 

the Pope.  Bishops must exercise their powers as constitutional and not absolute rulers of 

dioceses.   

 

In Oxford, William of Occam, writing between 1330 and 1350, saw the Church and State as 

two glories, independent of each other (as the sun and the moon). Each in its own sphere is 

supreme: neither must interfere with the other except in extreme circumstances, for example 

if the Pope was a heretic or the Emperor a tyrant. 

 

Far more serious criticisms of the status quo were made by Marsiglio of Padua (c.1275-

1342). In his Defensor Pacis (1324) he exalted the power of the State above that of the 

Church. Ultimate authority resided in the people, not in any individual or group. The Church 

had no rights which were not given by the State, even to the owning of property or spiritual 

jurisdiction. The Pope was subject to the Emperor; the clergy had no rights over the sovereign 

and no voice in his selection; the people as a whole might depose him, but not the Pope. The 

Prince alone was empowered to condemn heretics, but only if the welfare of the State was 

threatened. Needless to say Marsiglio was excommunicated. 

 

Disaffection with the totalitarian nature of the church continued to grow, and it was the 

overbearing authority of the Papacy which lay behind much of Wycliffeôs opposition and that 

of Jan Hus (c.1372-1415), the Bohemian martyr-scholar who spread Wycliffeôs teaching in 

Central Europe. The Papacy itself contributed to this rise of discontent by the crises of the 

Avignon Papacy and the Great Schism (1378-1417), in which Christendom was divided as 

Popes and anti-Popes all vied for power.   

 

John Hus was the first Protestant martyr, before there was, strictly, such a thing as 

Protestantism. Wycliffeôs views were brought to Prague by scholars in 1401, and at his 

Bethlehem Chapel in Prague (beautifully rebuilt in Communist days and a tourist attraction 

today) Hus preached many of Wycliffeôs ideas. In his De Ecclesia (óOn the Churchô) he drew 

heavily on Wycliffe and criticized the power structures of his day. His condemnation of the 

worldliness of the clergy aroused considerable hostility. As Rector of Charles University he 

gained a popular following, but the Church forbade him to preach and excommunicated him 

in 1411. He was summoned to appear at the Council of Constance in November 1414, 

condemned, and burned as a heretic on 6 July 1415.   

 

Husôs followers kept his teaching alive and a moderate section of them later became known 

as the Unitas Fratrum (óUnity of Brethrenô), who had an impressive record of suffering for 
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unityôs sake in subsequent centuries, the spiritual ancestors of the Moravians who come into 

church history in the 18
th
 Century. 

 

The Unity of the Brethren were the spiritual descendents of the Hussites who had carried Jan 

Husôs and John Wycliffeôs teaching from Prague across Bohemia at the beginning of the 15
th
 

Century. Lollard (Wycliffite) views survived in Bohemian libraries despite official opposition 

and prohibition of the study of Wycliffeôs works, yet in 1410 his books were burned publicly.   

 

Jan Husôs execution failed to extinguish his teaching that the Bible should be the sole 

authority for faith and conduct and that civil or ecclesiastical authority could be challenged if 

it did not conform to its teaching. In the Church of St Martin-in-the-Walls, not far from Husôs 

own Bethlehem Chapel, in 1414, Holy Communion was celebrated for the first time by the 

congregation partaking of the cup as well as the bread.   

 

The cup (chalice-calix) became the symbol for a reforming section of the Church who 

became known as the óUtraquistsó (from utraque, óand the otherô). The Utraquists were given 

a special status in the Catholic Church from 1433 and only lost their position as the 

established Church in Bohemia after the Thirty Yearsô War, when full Catholicism was 

restored. Compromises are not at all common in the history of the Church and the Utraquite 

compromise was short-lived. The Utraquites themselves were opposed to the radical 

Hussites, the óTaboritesô, based on the fortified town of Tabor in Southern Bohemia, and 

defeated them in battle at Lipany, ending the Taborite rebellion. 

 

With Utraquist priests officiating at first, a group of reformers calling themselves óBrethrenó 

met in the village of Kunwald in 1457 and at Lhota in 1467, and formed themselves into a 

Church, choosing three of their number by lot to be their ministers. Later these men were 

ordained by Waldensians, and attempts at union were made with the Waldensians and other 

schismatic, though not heretical, groups, but these attempts came to nothing.   

 

The Bible was central to the Brethrenôs life, and a printed Bible in Czech was produced from 

Hebrew and Greek, the Kralice Bible (1579-1594). The Brethren, like the Waldensians, 

anticipated the Protestant Reformation before Luther and John Calvin (1509-1564). They 

had some 200 churches in Bohemia and Moravia by 1507, when Pope Alexander VI issued 

edicts against them. In 1520 two of the Brethren contacted Luther, who approved of their 

confession of faith. 

 

In Northern Europe, Johann Rucherat (óJohn of Weselô) (c.1400-1481), Johann Wessel of 

Groeningen (c.1420-1489) and Johann Pupper of Goch were Reformers before the 

Reformation, all living in the Netherlands. John of Wesel, Canon of Worms, was accused of 

preaching Hussite doctrines on the Church and the sacraments. He was tried by the 

Inquisition in 1479 and publicly recanted, but was imprisoned until his death.  

 

Wycliffeôs legacy of questioning Church authority was kept alive in these Netherlands 

Reformers. Wycliffe taught that the Bible only was authoritative; he rejected the doctrine of 

transubstantiation, the practice of granting indulgences, compulsory fasting and extreme 

unction. Johann Wessel similarly attacked indulgences (Luther came across his writings with 

delight in 1522), and criticised the Papacy even though he taught in Paris for many years. 

 

In 1570 óthe Brethrenô inspired the Protestant United Synod of Sendormir in Poland, where 

Protestantism (Calvinist and Lutheran) was facing a revival of the Catholic Church. The 
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óConsensusô of Sendormir called for an avoidance of dissension and an acceptance of the 

Presence of Christ in the Eucharist. By the Consensus it was agreed to accept the orthodoxy 

of the Protestant traditions present at the Synod, Lutheran, Calvinist and Brethren, even to 

exchanging pulpits and to accepting their differences in discipline and worship. Frequent 

intercommunion and attendance at one anotherôs synods were advocated.
44

  

 

These influences tended to loosen the ties of the Church and State and led eventually to the 

situation we face in the West in the 21
st
 Century, that of the almost complete secularisation 

of society  It can be argued that these loosening of the ties of State and Church were 

providential in that todayôs ecumenical activities are so much freer without them. 

 

Soon the entire Roman Church system came under attack, as the Renaissance influence of 

free enquiry brought scholars to re-examine the historical claims of the Papacy to supremacy, 

and as the Scriptures were studied in their original languages of Hebrew and Greek.  

 

Erasmusôs Greek text of the New Testament appeared in 1516 and Archbishop Ximenesôs 

polyglot translation in 1522, though it had been prepared earlier. The invention of the 

moveable-type printing press in Europe around the 1450s rapidly spread both scholarly 

treatises and polemical woodcuts throughout Christendom. These publications criticised 

abuses of the Church and created what were perceived by the Church to be new and 

dangerous teachings.  

 

In his 95 theses of 1517, Luther protested at, among other things, the way indulgences were 

being sold as remedies for guilt, when only true contrition and a real act of repentance (as in 

the sacrament of penance) could bring Godôs forgiveness. While the main Reformers (Calvin, 

Luther, Zwingli, Bucer, etc) rejected some aspects of sacramentalism, for example the 

doctrine of transubstantiation, they did not reject the concept of sacraments altogether.  

 

For Calvin, in the Lordôs Supper Christ was both represented and presented to the partaker. 

Other more radical Reformers, the Anabaptists in particular, tended to remove the 

sacramentalist element from their expressions of the Christian faith. For them there was no 

óreal presenceô of Christ in the Holy Communion. Somewhat confusingly, they came to be 

known as Sacramentarians. 

 

Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) was a Dutch scholar and one of the earliest of the 

Reformation period to call for a coming together of the two conflicting sections of 

Christendom. He was the foremost humanist scholar of the age and, although ordained as a 

priest in 1492, he strongly criticized monasticism and the clerical abuses of the day.   

 

In trying to steer a middle course between what he saw as the extremes in Protestantism and 

the Catholic church, he came to be rejected by both sides. The times were calling for a 

dogmatism that Erasmusôs irenical spirit deplored. He visited England and taught theology at 

Cambridge University for a time, and was friendly both with the Protestant divines like John 

Colet, a leading Biblical scholar, and Thomas More, the Chancellor of England who was 

executed for his opposition to Henry VIIIôs rejection of the Popeôs authority. In one tract 
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Erasmus wrote he asserts, through one of the characters of a dialogue, óThe Church is a body 

of men who, however good they may be, are not infallibleô. 

 

In 1517 Martin Luther  (1483-1546), an Augustinian monk and lecturer at the new university 

of Wittenberg in Germany, summarised in 95 theses a series of ideas for debate which 

challenged accepted attitudes and practices of the Church.  The issue of the validity of Papal 

indulgences, bought to mitigate the Churchôs temporal punishment for sins, came to the fore, 

and led to a whole host of Catholic practices and doctrines being questioned.   

 

Lutherôs own journey to assurance of faith had come through reading the Bible in the original 

languages (Erasmusôs Greek New Testament came out in 1516) and his discovering that the 

Scriptures taught that God justifies (sets right) the sinner on the basis of his faith in Christ 

alone.  

 

The newly developed art of printing enabled his ideas to spread quickly throughout Europe in 

the form of tracts and polemical woodcuts.   

 

Lutherôs views were condemned by Pope Leo XII, and he was excommunicated in 1521 

when he refused to retract his beliefs. Lutherôs own peace of mind coram Deo (óin the 

presence of Godô) came through personal trust in Christôs sacrifice alone: he campaigned 

against the superstitions of the folk religion of his day as also against a sacramental system 

which he believed deprived people of direct access to God. It must be borne in mind, 

however, that Luther was not the only priest in the Church in his day who had struggled 

through to an experience of being justified by God by faith alone. 

 

On the subject of Christian unity, Lutherôs view was that there were plenty of true believers 

outside the Church of Rome. He knew Husôs views and approved of his stand against Rome. 

He met the Bohemian (Czech) Brethren and generally admired them. He read the Greek 

Fathers and knew they did not submit to the authority of the Bishop of Rome. 

 

As for unity with Catholics, Luther was more cautious than some of his fellow Reformers. 

For Luther it was not peace at any price. Catholics and Protestants met at Augsburg in 1530, 

and seven Princes signed in favour of the Lutheransô Confession (the first Evangelical 

Confession), drawn up largely by Philip Melanchthon, Lutherôs assistant, to try to conciliate 

Catholics.   

 

Much of the text of the Confession was on matters held in common by both Catholics and 

Protestants (for example opposition to Anabaptism), but the particular Protestant insistence 

on the place of personal faith for salvation was retained. The Confession made the plea that in 

it,  

 

óénothing can be found differing from scripture, or from the Catholic Church, or from 

the Church of Rome as we understand it from its (classical) writers. We are not 

heretics. Our trouble is with certain abuses, which have crept into the Churches 

without any clear authority. The ancient rites are to a large extent carefully preserved 

among us.ô
45
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Probably the most earnest of the Reformers for unity was Martin Bucer  (Butzer) (1491-

1551) of Strasbourg, who tried to mediate between the Swiss theologians and Lutherans. 

Luther tended to distrust the Swiss; he differed strongly from them on the doctrine of the 

Eucharist, insisting on a óreal presence of Christô in the elements. Lutherôs basis of unity, 

even among fellow Protestants, was truth (and truth as Luther saw it) rather than a yielding of 

conviction for the sake of conciliation.   

 

Soon after Lutherôs initial protest against Rome in 1517, reformed Swiss theologians such as 

Zwingli  and Oecolampadius and German theologians such as Melanchthon, Bucer and 

Osiander found themselves drawn, with Luther, to a Colloquy to be held in Philip of Hesseôs 

castle in Marburg in 1529. It only lasted two days. The point of it all was to see how much 

these óProtestantô scholars could agree. 

 

After lively discussions they found they could agree on 14 of 15 proposals on doctrine. Many 

of these, such as that on the Trinity, were universal doctrines agreed by Catholics and 

Protestants alike, but it was on the nature of the Eucharist that there was deep disagreement 

between Luther and the Swiss. Luther had gone to the Conference only reluctantly as he was 

sure the Swiss view was heretical and that they would not change their minds.   

 

The issue was, is the body and blood of Christ really present in the elements of the Eucharist? 

Luther was adamant that Jesusô words, óThis is my body,ô must be taken at face value as 

literally true. Zwingli made the plea to Luther that this must be taken figuratively, and called 

for a distinguishing between essential doctrines and non-essential ones. To Luther the 

question of the corporeal presence of Christ in the Supper was an essential matter, not a non-

essential. They parted agreeing to differ and not to use bitter words against each other. 

 

The whole debate over óessentialsô and ónon-essentialsô is ongoing and is largely a 

Protestant problem. The difference between the two is resolved much more clearly by the 

Catholics (for whom it lies in accepting the tradition of the infallible teaching ministry of 

the church) and by the Orthodox (for whom it lies in the teaching of the seven Ecumenical 

Councils of the universal Church).   

 

What seems to be happening today is that very many Christians are seeing that there are a 

few core truths that are true for all true Christians which are sufficient to provide grounds 

for unity, while allowing them to hold on to denominational allegiances: confession of 

Christ as Saviour and Lord; submission to the Word of God; and confession of a classical 

Creed. Pressures of secularism and pluralism are, perhaps, helping us to see more clearly 

the essentials from the non-essentials.   

 

A Conference on unity was called for at Eisenach in May 1536. Luther was ill but struggled 

to make some contribution to the discussion, and there was some show of unity between the 

Germans and the Swiss.
46

 As the outcome, the Augsburg Confession was signed by the 

delegates. 

 

One of the most disputed doctrines taught by the Church Reformers, justification by faith 

alone, was upheld by many Catholic theologians. Martin Luther, who made this truth his 
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battle-cry, is perhaps the most famous exponent of the doctrine, but his own Augustinian 

superior at the Erfurt monastery, Johannes von Staupitz (c.1465-1524), taught a strong 

doctrine of grace which made men righteous before God.  

 

Cardinal Contarini (1483-1542), who was the Popeôs representative at the Colloquy of 

Regensburg (Ratisbon) in 1541, which tried to bring Catholic and the new Protestant 

theologians together, had come to an experience of saving grace some time before Lutherôs. 

The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church says of him, óHis own mystical experience of 

1511, which led him to put his trust in the merits of Christ rather than religious observances, 

antedated Lutherôs óTurmerlebnisô
47

 by several years.ô  

 

Calvin, a young observer at the short Regensburg Colloquy, wrote to his fellow Genevan 

Reformer, William Farel, that the Catholics had conceded much on justification. óFor they 

have committed themselves to the essentials of what is our true teaching. Nothing is to be 

found in it (the article on justification) which does not stand in our writings.ô
48

 

 

This is not at all to say that Contarini had embraced Protestantism, but is an indication that 

there was common ground between Catholics and Protestants in the 16
th
 Century, in addition 

to their clear agreement on the classical Patristic Creeds.  

 

But Regensburg failed to proceed to agree on the powers of a General Council on 

Transubstantiation and on Penance. The Colloquy lasted only about a month; Luther rejected 

the agreement on justification as óa patched-up thingô and Rome rejected it because there was 

no mention of merit. On both sides of the debate at Regensburg there had been humanist 

scholars who were wanting success. 

 

A second attempt at a Colloquy at Regensburg in January 1546 also failed and hostilities 

broke out between the two sides. The great issue was, and still is, the question of authority, an 

insuperable difficulty to unity then: we must consider if it is so now. The time was not then 

ripe for a grappling with this matter. 

 

But Protestantism itself was not yet ready for unity within its own ranks. In 1560 John Calvin 

wrote to Archbishop Parker urging Queen Elizabeth to convene an Assembly of Protestant 

ministers to frame a plan of worship and government for all Reformed Churches. Calvin was 

prepared to accept episcopacy for the sake of unity; Cranmer and Bucer were supportive of 

the move, but no action was taken. Yet there were no essential doctrines touching on the very 

nature of salvation on which the main Protestant churches disagreed.   

 

The Protestant insistence on private judgement can lead to tolerance of otherôs views or, 

equally, the entrenching of oneôs own opinions. 

 

As well as the religious and doctrinal differences, political forces worked against alliances of 

any kind between Catholics and Protestants, except when they united against the Anabaptists. 

                                            
47

 Turmerlebnis. Lutherôs experience of justification by faith, as he studied the Scriptures in a tower of 

his Augustinian monastery. 
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The Swiss cantons like Geneva, which had gained independence upon becoming Protestant, 

did not want to surrender their freedoms to Catholicism. 

 

It is important to remember that the 16
th
 Century Reformers believed in the universality of the 

true Church, visible and invisible. They did not see themselves as creating division in the 

body of Christ, but rather as renewing it in holiness and faithfulness to the Scriptures, and 

they wished to affirm the essential oneness of all Christians in that body. Their stern 

opposition to the Anabaptists was largely on the grounds that these radicals, in rejecting 

infant baptism and substituting for it baptism of believers only, and in denying a State-

Church connection, were fragmenting the body of Christ and destroying the concept of a 

visible Church, a church of the whole of a society.  

 

As things have turned out, the Anabaptist position has become the norm: we can generally 

say that churches today do not represent the society in which they are found. Their ideal of 

a Church for convinced believers, not the multitudinous Church of the mainstream 16
th
 

Century Protestant Reformers, lived on and has come to be an important part of 

Protestantism today.   

 

There were, however, some extreme Anabaptist groups which revelled in their freedom from 

the authority of the Catholic Church, and became unrestrained in their pursuit of what they 

deemed to be the teaching of the Holy Spirit.  An extreme group took over the city of 

Münster in 1535, expelling its Catholic and Lutheran citizens.   

 

This group created a sort of theocracy which, under siege from its opponents, practised a 

community of goods, encouraged polygamy and put down dissent in the city by frequent 

executions.  Münster was besieged and conquered by a combined Catholic and Lutheran 

army and brutally punished.  Münster gave a bad name to all Anabaptist groups, even those 

orthodox in the main tenets of the Christian faith such as the Meuronites and Hutterites, and 

Anabaptists suffered death in their thousands for refusing to give up their faith and way of 

life. 

 

Protestantism has given birth to several extremist groups since then, usually when the 

authority of the Bible has been superseded by ecstatic experiences as normative of the 

Christian life. 

 

Yet apart from the Anabaptists, who could not be tolerated, there was a desire among the 

Protestant Reformers for Christian Unity.  For example, John Calvin had a very high view of 

the Church.  It was the body of Christ and must be pure and ordered according to the word of 

God (the Bible).   

 

In 1536 Calvin, fleeing as a young man from his native France where óLutheransô 

(Protestants) were being persecuted, came to Geneva in Switzerland. He was asked to take up 

the rôle of teacher in the Protestant community recently established there.  His treatise on the 

fundamentals of the Christian faith, The Institutes of the Christian Faith (1536), covered the 

main doctrines of Christianity as found in the Churchôs classical Creeds, and so he was 

thoroughly orthodox in his adherence to the doctrines of the Trinity, the Incarnation and 

Atonement.   

 

As many of the 16
th
 Century Protestant Reformers did, he drew on St Augustine for his 

doctrine on the sovereignty of God and the supremacy of grace in salvation. He drew up 
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Regulations for the good ordering of the Church in Geneva (the Ecclesiastical Ordinances), 

setting out how it was to be governed and disciplined on what came to be known as 

Presbyterian lines, with elders, pastors and teachers (but no priesthood!). 

 

He saw the ideal Church as working closely with the civil magistrates, so that Godliness 

might be acknowledged in all aspects of the life of society and of the Church. Thus infant 

baptism was maintained in the Genevan church, not as the baptismal regeneration of a child, 

but as the drawing of the child into the body of the faithful, the Church. Consequently, like 

most of the Protestant Reformers of the 16
th
 Century, he opposed the Anabaptists, who 

rejected the baptism of infants and saw the Church as a community of the faithful, gathered 

out of the main body of society. The Reformers held that Anabaptism undermined and 

fragmented society and destroyed Godôs plan for the Church. 

 

Calvin saw the Catholic Church as corrupt and erring but having within it Christian believers. 

He longed for the unity of Evangelicals (Protestants), which he believed could be brought 

about by agreement on the essentials of the faith. He was even ready to consider episcopacy 

as an acceptable order of church government, but the time was not yet ripe even for a 

Protestant ecumenism. 

 

In his treatment of the Lordôs Prayer, Calvin stressed the corporate nature of prayer. Not only 

should we think of all Christians as our brethren but also óall men who dwell on earth. For 

what God has determined concerning them is beyond our knowing except that it is no less 

godly than humane to wish and hope the best for them.ô
49

  

 

So there is a wideness in Calvinôs view of the oneness of humanity tempered by his view of 

Godôs sovereign election of some parts of humanity. Calvin seemed to feel that during the 

first 500 years of the Churchôs history her doctrine and ministry remained pure. He hoped for 

a consensus among Christians, and Vincent de Lérinsô threefold basis for Christian Unity 

might well have been his model, but whether or not it was, his Latin Catechism of 1538 urged 

Christians to seek unity and peace among themselves on the basis of a ósyncretismô
50

 by 

which the Devilôs darts could be extinguished. 

 

Within 50 years of the rise of the Protestant Reformation, Europe was fragmented into 

Catholic, Reformed (Calvinist) and Lutheran regions with small pockets of radical groups, 

usually termed Anabaptists. They  refused a Church/State connection and the political power 

which uneasily went with that, and rejected infant baptism, and so re-baptised people who 

joined with them in their communities.   

 

In Europe the religious peace of Augsburg of 1555 tried to settle the upheaval of the 

Reformation by introducing the principle of cuius regio, eius religio (óas the region, so the 

religionô). The purpose was to create some kind of peace, and try to settle the religious 

contours of the Continent.   
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Anabaptist groups, beginning first of all in Switzerland, were not considered in this 

arrangement as they were largely personae non gratae and, in any case, not political entities.  

Among them there were fanatical factions such as the Zwickau prophets and the leaders of 

the city of Münster (1533-35), who were seen as dangerous revolutionaries.  

 

Two main groups of orthodox Anabaptists remain to this day, the Mennonites and the 

Hutterites.   

 

What must be remarked is that the Anabaptist concept of the Church as gathered-out 

congregations of the faithful is in practice how many Protestants in Britain view their 

Church today. The mobility of worshippers moving between churches and denominations, 

the disappearance, to all intents and purposes, of any Protestant State/Church connection, 

and the breaking down of denominational barriers from the mid-20
th
 Century onwards 

have created a view of the Church that it is the local church that matters first and foremost 

in identifying allegiances.  

 

The Church of England has to be singled out as a very special kind of Protestant Church, 

claiming to be both Catholic and Protestant. Political events brought it into being as an 

established State Church in 1534 under Henry VIII.  It still retains its legal connection to 

the State to this day, despite calls over very many years for its disestablishment. On the 

Continent there are countries such as Sweden which have established churches, but dissent 

is now tolerated, officially at least, everywhere in European countries. 

 

In the Reformation period differences between the mainstream Protestant churches were not 

about the classical Christological and Trinitarian Confessions of the Church universal, but 

about baptism, the Lordôs Supper and Church order. These were all issues in which they also 

differed from the Catholic and Orthodox Churches.   

 

Episcopacy was retained by the Church of England and Lutherans, while the Calvinists 

followed a Presbyterian
51

 form of government. By the late 16
th
 Century, Congregationalist 

ideas of church governance were appearing in southern England (the óBrownistsô) and were 

to become a permanent feature of Christianity in Britain. All these churches practiced infant 

baptism, though denying a Catholic doctrine of baptismal regeneration. By the 17
th
 Century, 

Anabaptist ideas from the continent lead to the formation of Baptist congregations, which 

were Congregationalist in church order and practising credo- (believersô) baptism. 

 

The sad experience of the Colloquy held in Poissy (1561), just north of Paris, must be 

mentioned here. Huguenots (French Protestants) and the Catholic Church met to promote 

unity at a conference convened by the Queen Regent, Catherine de Medici. It lasted about a 

month.  

 

Theodore Beza and Peter Vermigli, a Calvinist and a Zwinglian, led the argument from the 

Protestant side. Beza began by urging the delegates not to deny their differences nor fail to 

assert their close agreement on many points of doctrine. However, his assertion that while the 

                                            
51 Presbyterian . The Presbyterian form of Church order was by the rule of elders 
(ópresbuteroiô in the Greek of the New Testament) over a congregation. As Presbyterianism 
developed, congregations became linked together under the guidance of regional councils, 
presbyteries and synods. In Scotland, Prebyterianism is the established, national Church. In 
Holland it became the officially approved Church body, if not formally established.  
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Eucharist was not just a commemoration of Jesusô death, neither was it a literal partaking of 

his body, which was in heaven and not on altars, caused the greatest disturbance among the 

Catholics, and led to cries of óblasphemyô and hissing.   

Charles de Guise, Cardinal of Lorraine, backed by Jesuits and six cardinals, represented 

Tridentine
52

 Catholicism. The Jesuit Diego Laynez, a renowned debater, was sent by Pope 

Pius IV to give a strong Tridentine perspective, and the Colloquy ended with no movement 

towards unity. If anything, it hardened the views on both sides.  

 

Sadly, Poissy was the last opportunity for many years for reconciliation between the parties. 

The next year, in March 1562, a massacre of Protestants meeting at Vassy in an unauthorised 

religious gathering led to a religious war in France which lasted until 1598. One result of the 

massacre at Vassy was that a mediating political party came into being, les politiques, who 

wanted religious toleration of the Protestants. 

 

Toleration was finally granted in 1598 by the Edict of Nantes, signed by Henry IV of 

Navarre. The Edict allowed Protestants and Catholics to live side-by-side, and differed from 

the situation created by the Peace of Augsburg in which each ruler determined the religion of 

his subjects in his area of control. Under the Edict the State granted practical support to 

Protestant pastors. The Edict was revoked in 1685 by Louis XIV, after which many thousands 

of Huguenots fled for refuge to other countries. 

 

Lutheran ideas had appeared in France early on in the days of the Reformation, and even 

royalty was interested in them at first, but it was the Calvinism coming over the border from 

Switzerland that became the main Protestant influence in France. It is estimated that by 1561, 

just before Calvinôs death, there were some 2,000 Calvinist óconventiclesô
53

 in France.   

 

Christianity became a political force, and this must be borne in mind when assessing the 

impact of Protestantism in France. The name óHuguenotsó was applied to the French 

Calvinists, a nickname of uncertain origin. Calvin, as the young lawyer who had to flee 

France because of his Lutheran views, dedicated his powerful and seminal religious treatise 

of 1536, the Institutio, to Francis I of France.   

 

In Central Europe another 30 years of religious conflict between 1618 and 1648 devastated 

the region. Nationalistic and political aspirations played a great part in the conflicts as 

Bohemians (Czechs) resisted the authority of a decaying Catholic Empire. The Czechs had 

set up a rival King to replace the Catholic Emperor Ferdinand II, and this Protestant  rebellion 

was crushed at the Battle of Bila Hora near Prague in 1620. The Swedes and Danes and even 

the English were drawn into the conflict, and Catholic France supported the Swedish 

intervention in order to counter the power of the German empire. Two separate treaties ended 

the wars and re-established the cuius regio-eius religio principle of the Augsburg formula.   
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The whole dreadful period damaged the cause of Christian Unity, but it created a longing 

for the peaceful co-existence of the warring sides and the beginning of the concept of 

ecumenism (then called ósyncretismó). 

 

In the conclusion of her book Problems of Authority in the Reformation Debates, G R Evans 

makes the valid point that both sides, Catholic and Protestant, could only see as polarisations 

the issues they faced: óScripture and tradition, faith and works, and so on.ô She writes:  

 

óWe need to recognise that a large proportion of the difficulties which are voiced today 

about going forward to unity are the legacy of attitudes and assumptions of the 

sixteenth century.ô
54

 

 

The time had not yet come to consider the possibility that, for example, justification by faith 

and justification by works are not contradictory terms but complementary. Komensky, in the 

next century, was to point to this truth, but even his time had not yet come. 

 

Throughout the next four centuries the two sides in Western Christendom stayed apart, 

sometimes bitterly divided. Voices for Christian Unity in the 17
th
 and 18

th
 Century were rare 

but not unknown. 

 

                                            
54

 Evans, G R, Problems of Authority in the Reformation Debates, Cambridge, University Press, 1992, 

p 288.  
 



  

Page 56 
 

CHAPTER 5  QUOTATIONS ON THE TH EME OF CHRISTIAN UNI TY 

 

 

 

At this point we are going to interrupt the story of attempts to further Christian Unity, and 

gather together a collection of quotations on the theme culled from several centuries, mainly 

the 20
th 

Century. 

 

Alec Vidler ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óIt is the Church of the saints and martyrs and prophets who have been the lights of the 

world in their several generations that has the demand upon your allegiance ï not the 

Church which has been corrupted by wealth and worldly power. But the true Church is 

embedded in the existing Churches ï you will not find it elsewhere.ô  
 

 

David Butler ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óA divided church cannot easily preach reconciliation to individuals, nor to a divided 

society.ô 

 

DidachǛ ï 2
nd

 Century:  

 

óAs this bread was scattered upon the mountains and has now been gathered together, 

so may Thy Church be gathered together from the ends of the earth into Thy Kingdom. 

For Thine is the glory and power, through Jesus Christ for evermore.ô 

 

Ignatius of Antioch ï 2
nd

 Century:  

 

óYou all make up together a single temple of God, one altar, one Jesus.ô 

 

Dionysius the Areopagite ï 5
th

 Century:  

 

óIt is not possible to be gathered towards the One and to partake of peaceful union with 

the One while divided among ourselves.ô 

 

Bishop Hilarion Alfeyev ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óTo regard todayôs Catholics and Protestants as ñpseudo-churchesò is totally alien to 

the spirit of the ancient Church Fathers.ô 

 

George Whitefield ï 18
th

 Century:  

  

óThough I profess myself a minister of the Church of England, I am of a catholic spirit; 

and if I see a man who loves the Lord Jesus in sincerity, I am not very solicitous to 

what outward communion he belongs.ô 

 

John Bunyan ï 17
th

 Century:  

 

óIf you are the children of God, live together lovingly; if the world quarrels with you, it 

is no matter; but it is sad if you quarrel together; if this be amongst you, it is a sign of 
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ill -breeding; it is not according to the rules you have in the Word of God. Dost thou see 

a soul that has the image of God in him? Love him, love him; say ñThis man and I must 

go to heaven one dayò; serve one another, do good for one another, and if any wrong 

you, pray to God to right you and love the brotherhood.ô 

 

John Donne ï 17
th

 Century:  

 

óYou know, I never fettered nor imprisoned the Word Religion, not ï immuring in a 

Rome, or a Wittenberg, or a Geneva; they are all virtual beams of one sun ï They are 

not so contrary as the North and South poles.ô 

 

Nicholas von Zinzendorf ï 18
th

 Century:  

 

óI acknowledge no Christianity without fellowship. 

 

Each denomination is generally possessed of some jewel peculiar to itself.ô 

 

Donald Gee ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óI do not believe that sound denominational loyalty is inconsistent with 

interdenominational cooperation in great affairs like Evangelism that are the business 

of every true Christian.ô 

 

Dr Charles Malik ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óI find reconciliation and unity the simplest thing in the world if only men love Jesus 

Christ above everything else, and fix only on his Cross and his Resurrection.ô 

 

Cardinal Walter Kaspar  ï 21
st
 Century:  

 

óThere can be no unity as long as any given church maintains that the accepted and 

binding truth of another church is contrary to the Gospel. 

 

An ecumenical spirituality ï will primarily be a biblical spirituality, and will express 

itself in the common reading and study of the Bible, which for all Christians is the 

fundamental common witness of Godôs salvation in history fulfilled in Jesus Christ.ô 

 

Richard Baxter ï 17
th

 Century:  

 

óIn things necessary, unity; in things indifferent, liberty; in all things, charity. 

 

It is not as Romanists, Greeks, Lutherans, Calvinists, Arminians, etc, that we are saved, 

but as catholic Christians aspiring to the highest perfection. 

 

It is a great and common sin to be part of religion as a faction and to confine oneôs 

love and respect to a denomination instead of the church universal. Of the multitude 

who say they are of the Catholic Church, it is all too rare to meet with those who are of 

a catholic spirit. 

 



  

Page 58 
 

How rare then it is to meet a man who suffers and bleeds for the wounds of the church 

universal and takes them to his heart as his own sufferings. 

 

Stick close to this one Bible and let nothing come into your faith or religion but what 

comes there; and when controversies arise, try them by this.ô   

 

John Owen ï 17
th

 Century:  

  

óThere are many sore Divisions at this Day in the World, among and between the 

Professors of Christian Religion, both about the Doctrine and Worship of the Gospel, 

as also the Discipline thereof. That these divisions are evil in themselves, and the cause 

of great Evils, Hindrances of the Gospel, and all the Effects thereof in the Worlds, is 

acknowledged by all; and it is a thing doubtless to be greatly lamented, that the 

generality of them who are called Christians, are departed from the great Rule of 

keeping the Unity of the Spirit in the Bond of Peace. He who doth pray always, who is 

not ready with his utmost Endeavour to remedy this Evil, to remove this great 

Obstruction of the Benefit of the Gospel, is scarce worth the Name of a Christian. 

   

éThere is but one way of effecting this so blessed and desirable a Work (unity)é that 

all Churches endeavour to reduce themselves unto the Primitive Pattern. Let us all but 

consider what was the Life and Spirit of those Churches, wherein their Honour, Glory 

and Order did consist, making it our joynt Design to walk in the Principle of that Grace 

of the Spirit wherein they walked, in the Exercise and Use of those Gifts of the Spirit 

which were the Spring of, and gave Vertue unto all their Administrations, renouncing 

whatever is Forreign unto, and inconsistent with these things, and that Grace and 

Unity will quickly enter into Professors, which Christ hath purchased for them.  But 

these things are here only occasionally mentioned; and are not farther to be pursued.ô 

 

Anthony Norris Groves ï 19
th

 Century:  

  

óSectarian exclusiveness and the fondness of man to make his own knowledge the 

measure of another manôs liberty, are deeply-rooted, bitter weeds. 

 

éIt is a mark of apostasy to be of those who separate themselves from Godôs own 

redeemed ones. 

 

éIt is ten times better to have to do with those who are catholic in a sectarian system, 

than those who are sectarian with no system.ô 

 

J H Merle DôAubigne ï 19
th

 Century:  

 

óIf you have not unity, religion is not of God; if you do not have diversity, religion is not 

of man.ô 

 

Nicholas Zernov ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óThe time has come when the members of the Church must with confidence in Godôs 

love and power ask him to restore the lost oneness of his flock. 
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Karl Adam ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óNothing is more like an Evangelical who really prays than a Catholic who really 

prays.  

 

éThough we cannot create any final unity in Christendom (we) must do everything 

possible to prepare the way for dynamic unity, a unity of hearts and minds.ô 

 

J A Komensky ï 17
th

 Century:  
 

óThe second long and difficult labyrinth were my irenic labours, ie my wish to reconcile 

Christians (if it should please God), who in various ways to their own hurt and near 

ruin wrangle concerning the faith. I expended much labour in this matter. So far, 

almost nothing has been accomplished, but perhaps my labours shall succeed yeté 

There are but a few who hope for results. 

 

Fear is a poor guarantee of lasting friendship.ô 

 

Thomas MôCrie ï 19
th

 Century:  

 

óWhen dissensions arise in the Church of God, and it is divided into parties, whatever 

the occasion or matter of variance may be, there must be guilt somewhere.ô 

 

William Temple ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óThe secular world has lost all experience of unity and can do no more than play with 

the aspiration towards it. The Christian world is moving steadily and rapidly towards 

deeper unity, and has an actual experience of Christian fellowship across all secular 

divisions which is full of hope for the future of Christendom and through it for mankind.  

 

I believe in the Holy Catholic Church and sincerely regret that it does not at present 

exist.ô 

 

Pere M J Guillou ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óIt is no small thing to share a common love of Christ, the saviour of mankind, and a 

common acceptance of his gospel as the only saving truth.ô 

 

John M Frame ï 21
st
 Century:  

 

óThough I love the Reformed faith ï I donôt think it (or any other section of the church) 

can claim to represent the correct view in everything ï heaven might give some 

surprises.ô 

 

Gerard W Hughes ï 20
th

 Century (when conducting retreats): 

   

óAfter a time I found that I was usually unaware of a personôs denomination and saw 

clearly that the real division among Christians does not lie in the denomination to 

which they may belong, but in the way in which they relate to God and the world. There 
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are often much bigger divisions between people of the same denomination than between 

individuals of different denominations.     

 

Denominational differences ï are rarely theological, but more usually results from 

cultural conditioning.ô 

 

Alec R Vidler ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óReuniting the existing churches seems laudable but is unrealistic as they are no longer 

potentially powerful institutions in modern society ï It is more likely they will have to 

die, in order that by the grace of God and in His good time they may be born again.  

 

The moment has not yet arrived when we can do the decisive thing; we have to prepare 

ourselves and to prepare society for the fresh revelation of the arm of the Lord, and to 

apprehend His judgement in order that we may be ready to receive His mercy.   

 

The restoration of the universal Church may be as remote as the restoration of 

Christendom.    

 

The existing condition of the Church, its disunity, its worldliness, its acceptance of 

compromise ï is certainly a scandal ï but the weakness of the Church and her 

humiliation draws rather than repels the believer. 

   

It is not impossible that in the providence of God, Europe will be re-evangelised by 

what we now call ñthe younger churchesò.ô 

 

Cardinal Mercier ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óIn order to unite with one another we must love one another; in order to love one 

another, we must know one another; in order to know one another, we must go and 

meet one another.ô 

 

A R Cross ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óChristian unity ï is not based on agreement on ecclesiology, baptism or ministry 

(though this is not to imply that these are unimportant), but in our common life in God, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit.ô 

 

Hans Kung ï 20
th

 Century (speaking of Catholic and non-Catholic  Christians): 

 

óThere is already a deep communion, koinonia, between them and us; it is founded on 

one baptism, faith in one Lord, and love for him; and it is stronger and more important 

than anything that separates us.  We are Christians, and they are Christians. 

 

What we need for reunion is that this communion which already exists should grow.  

What we need is that both sides should create more and more common ground between 

us, until at last what separates us becomes insignificant and full unity is a reality.  This 

ñperfect unityò will not be uniformity.  As the Pope [John XXIII]  has said, it will be 

unity in essentials, freedom in all else.    
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What we can have is unity in the sense of the living koinǾnia of the Scriptures, which is 

unity in diversity, unity in a variety of rites, languages, customs, modes of thought and 

action and prayer.  Such unity is more perfect than uniformity.ô 

 

Robert Murray McCheyne ï 19
th

 Century:  

 

óI believe it to be the mind of Christ, that all who are vitally united to Him, should love 

one another, exhort one another daily, communicate freely of their substance to one 

another when poor, pray with and for one another, and sit down together at the Lordôs 

table. 

 

I have sat with delight under the burning words of a faithful Lutheran pastor. I have 

been fed by the ministrations of American Congregationalists and devoted 

Episcopalians, and all of my flock who know and love Christ would have loved to hear 

them, too. If dear Martin Boos were alive, pastor of the Church of Rome though he was, 

he would have been welcome, too; and who that knows the value of souls and the value 

of a living testimony would say it was wrong?ô 

 

John Henry Newman ï 19th Century: 

 

óYou cannot have Christianity and not have difference.ô 

 

Georges Florovsky ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óChristian disunity is an open and bleeding wound on the glorious body of Christ.ô 

 

T W Manson ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óThe Church is the embodiment of the ñRemnantò idea.ô 

 

Anglican/Roman Catholic International Commission
55

 (ARCIC  2) ï agreed statement: 

Salvation and the Church ï 20th Century: 

 

óThe term justification speaks of a divine declaration of acquittal, of the love of God 

manifested to an alienated and lost humanity prior to any entitlement on our part. 

Through the life, death and resurrection of Christ, God declares that we are forgiven, 

accepted and reconciled to him. Instead of our own strivings to make ourselves 

acceptable to God, Christôs perfect righteousness is reckoned to our account.ô 

 

Timothy Ware ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óIt is unity of faith that matters, not organisational unity. 

  

Orthodoxy rejects the whole concept of intercommunion. 

  

This, then is the ecumenical role of Orthodoxy: to question the accepted formulae of the 

Latin West, of the Middle Ages and the Reformation.ô 

                                            
55 The Anglican -Roman Catholic  International Commission . An organization which seeks to make 
ecumenical progress between the Roman Catholic Church and the Anglican Communion.  
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St Germanus of Constantinople ï 8
th

 Century:  

 

óThe Church is an earthly heaven, in which the heavenly God dwells and moves.ô 

 

Paul N Evdokimov ï 20th Century: 

 

óWe know where the Church is; it is not for us to judge and say where the Church is 

not.ô 

 

Samuel Azariah ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óThe divisions of Christendom may be a source of weakness in Christian countries, but 

in non-Christian lands they are a sin and a scandal.ô 

 

Stephen Neill ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óThere is one word which is hardly ever found in ecumenical literature ï the word 

conversion. 

 

If the gospel is true at all, it is literally a matter of life and death for every man and 

woman now living in the world.   

 

The final and terrible difficulty is that churches cannot unite unless they are willing to 

die.ô 

 

John Binns ï 21
st
 Century:  

 

óIn a world which has seen the effect of hate and conflict in the 20
th
 Century and in a 

Church which believes in unity, it is reasonable to expect that, while there may be 

setbacks on some levels of the search for unity, the momentum towards agreement and 

friendship will continue on others.ô 

 

F Roy Coad ï 21
st
 Century:  

 

óViews on Christian unity must eventually go back to views on what it is that makes a 

Christian.ô 

 

G H Lang ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óIf my heart will seek the good of those only who are in my circle, I am a sectarian 

indeed.ô 

 

John Stott ï 21
st
 Century:  

  

óWe rejoice and give thanks that the great majority of Christian believers affirm the 

Apostlesô and Nicene Creeds.ô 
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 J Gresham Machen ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óHow great is the common heritage that unites the Roman Catholic ï to devout 

Protestants today?ô 

 

G K A Bell ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óThe way to Christian Unity is not through organisation and official constitutions or 

elaborately organised public meetings [but through] personal relationships, personal 

friendships.  

 

It may be sooner than we know that those who are on the side of Christ will be 

compelled to stand visibly, in spite of denominational differences. To be together in 

action, and to be together in desire, for Christôs sake, may at least be a beginning of the 

fulfilment of His prayer that all may be one.ô 

 

R T Kendall ï 21
st
 Century:  

  

óThe Holy Spirit in me will not fight the Holy Spirit in you.ô   

 

 

Basilea Schlink ï 20
th

 Century: 

 

óThe ecumenical assignment is really a sacred commission ï because it allows us to 

take part in the suffering of Jesus, who suffers today on account of his torn body. It is a 

task which should move us to the depths of our very being and should impel us, through 

love of Jesus, to do all that we can to heal those wounds whatever it costs.ô  

 

Colin Gunton ï 21
st
 Century:  

 

óThe fate of Christianity in the modern Western world depends upon a secure hold on 

the Nicene inheritance.ô 

 

Thaddeus D Horgan ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óIt is at the parish level that Christian Unity will or will not happen.ô 

 

John Nelson Darby ï 19
th

 Century:  

 

óThe outward symbol and instrument of unity is the partaking of the Lordôs Supper.ô 

 

Desiderius Erasmus ï 16
th

 Century:   
 

óConsider [Jesusô] prayer to the Father at the Last Supper, when death was imminent. 

One would suppose that he would ask for something extraordinary since he knew that 

whatever He asked for He would obtain. He said, ñO Holy Father, keep them in my 

Name that they may be one as We are one.ò See what a noble union Christ asks for us. 

He said not that they may be of one mind but that they might be one, and not only in 

any manner but ñAs We are oneò, we who are one in a most perfect and ineffable 
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manner. He declared that men could be saved only by nourishing among themselves 

peace and concord. 

 

He called Himself a shepherd and his servants, sheep. Who has ever seen sheep 

fighting with sheep? What will the wolves do if the sheep tear at one another?ô 

 

 

John Calvin ï 16
th

 Century:  

  

óIt must be counted on among the worst evils of our epoch that the Churches are thus 

separated one from another, so much so that hardly any human society exists among 

us, still less that holy communion between the members of Christ which all profess but 

very few sincerely cultivate in reality.ô 

 

Martin Luther  ï 16
th

 Century:  

 

óIt is a dangerous and terrible thing to hear or to believe something contrary to the one 

witness, faith and doctrine of the entire holy Christian Church, which has been 

maintained harmoniously from the beginning, that is, for more than fifteen hundred 

years, through the whole world.ô 

 

Anonymous: 

 

óScholars have an interesting word to describe the relationships of Persons in the 

Godhead. They speak of ñperichǾrǛsisò, from the Greek words, ñchorosò a dance and 

ñperiò, around. The harmony of Father, Son and Holy Spirit is that of a joyous dance 

circle, each dancer an individual, but each contributing to the vigour and symmetry of 

the celebration. Perichoresis is the model for Christian Unity; we are meant, in our 

glad acceptance of each other in the Church, to dance together in complete harmony.ô 

 

Connop Thirlwall ï 19
th

 Century:  

  

óOn the eve it may be of a harder struggle than has ever yet tried our strength, common 

prudence enjoins us to gather and unite all our forces. At such a time the first of duties 

is to seek peace at home, and to strive by all allowable means to ensure and maintain 

it: to draw as tight as possible the bands of Christian fellowship; to deal the largest 

measure of charity consistent with a regard to the truth; to avoid, as far as we can, 

questions which tend to engender strife, or to provoke bitterness; to put the most 

indulgent construction on all that seems ambiguous in the words or acts of our 

brethren; to waive minute and merely speculative differences, and to take our stand on 

the broad ground of our common faith.ô 

 

 

Cardinal Basil Hume ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óThere can be no doubt that a major obstacle to the effectiveness and well-being of the 

pilgrim people of God is disunity in its ranks.  Throughout this century it has become 

clear that, moved by the Spirit of God, Christians have experienced increasing 

frustration and impatience with divisions among themselves. Non-believers, too, readily 

take refuge in criticism of Christian disharmony. It is only by abandoning ourselves 
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completely to the truth of the Gospel that all our Christian divisions can be overcome ï 

our divisions must not hinder any longer the urgent need for Christians to preach 

together the Gospel of Jesus Christ.ô 

 

Archbishop George Carey ï 21
st
 Century:  

 

óWe must see disunity as one of the most terrible diseases of the body.  Let us see 

disunity as it really is ï the ugly blasphemy which mocks the Cross of Christ and insults 

his name. Yet, in truth it is even more than that because our disunity confounds the 

gospel of unity that we preach. 

 

How dare we go to others with the message of reconciliation when Christian churches 

still huddle in their dug-outs and fight their 400-year wars?ô 

 

Brother Roger of Taize ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óNow, at the end of the twentieth century, we Christians are confronted with the result 

of our divisions ï mutual impoverishment.ô 

 

Jan Willebrands ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óTheological discussion is a necessary help to discover and to manifest the unity in 

faith which we already enjoy and to restore that unity where it had been lost.ô 

 

Cardinal Suenens ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óEver since the sad divisions of the 11
th
 and 16

th
 Centuries, the Church has lacked the 

visible unity which manifests the unity of all Christians. Although we are baptised 

Christians, brothers in the Lord, we have tolerated the establishment of 

misunderstandings, barriers, ñBerlin wallsò between us, which fragment the city of 

God which is meant to provide the world with a picture of brotherly love, the supreme 

sign of its credibility. 

  

We find in the Spirit, unity and plurality at the same time. There is plurality in that 

unity and unity in that plurality. There is no uniformity. It is the fullness of the Father, 

of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.ô 

 

Gordon Rupp ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óAn ñEcumenicityò which has no roots in denominational loyalties means in the end a 

rootless Ecumenical Movement, cut off from the living springs of Christian tradition 

which are real, existing, worshipping communities of Christian men and women. 

   

One of the perils of our time may be the Catholic or Protestant ñecumeniacò who leans 

over so far backwards to be eirenical that the historical rocking-chair is upset. 

 

It is part of the deep mystery of his Being, that Church History, the whole of Church 

History, divided in our experience ï is one in him.ô 
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S L Greenslade ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óThe first demand ï is that we should be prepared to worship on occasion with 

Christians of different traditions in simple Christian fellowship, even when we do not 

fully understand, or [when we] disagree with or actually dislike their forms of worship. 

What cannot be done regularly can be done sometimes, and if we cannot do it 

sometimes, we had better stop talking about an underlying Christian unity of spirit. The 

second demand is that we should seek to lay aside prejudice and to understand other 

ways of worship, holding ourselves ready to learn from them.ô 

 

A M Hunter ï 20
th

 Century:  

  

óPreoccupied ï absorbed in its own ecclesiastical concerns and disabled by 

denominational differences and disputes, is the Church in fact ñblockingò the witness 

which Godôs people ought to be making to a sin-sick and fear-ridden world?ô 

 

 

Keith A Fournier  ï 20
th

 Century:  

 

óCan we overcome the prejudice and bitterness and misunderstandings that divide us? 

Yes, we can. With God, all things are possible, and we know that unity is Godôs will for 

his family. The question is not, can we? The real question is, will we? That must be 

answered by each of us. What is your answer?ô   

 

Paul ï 1
st
 Century ï Romans 12.4-5: 

  

óJust as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all 

have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each 

member belongs to all the others.ô   

 

Paul ï 1
st
 Century ï Romans 15.5-6: 

  

óMay the God who gives endurance and encouragement give you a spirit of unity 

among yourselves as you follow Christ Jesus, so that with one heart and one mouth you 

may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.ô 

 

Paul ï 1
st
 Century ï Ephesians 4.3-6: 

  

óBe completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing one another in love.  Make every 

effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and 

one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were called; one Lord, one 

faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in 

all.ô 

 

Jesus ï John 17.20-23: 

  

óMy prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through 

their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in 

you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have 

given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: I in them 
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and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you 

sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.ô 
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CHAPTER 6    HOPES FOR CHRISTIAN UNITY IN THE 17
TH

 CENTURY 

 

 

 

Foremost among those who called for toleration in a war-torn 17
th
 Century in Central Europe 

must be the name of Jan Amos Komensky (Comenius) (1592-1670).  He was born in 

Moravia, part of the Czech Republic, in or near Uhersky Brod, where today there is a fine 

museum of his life and work.  His father was a prosperous miller, but by the age of 12 

Komensky had lost both of his parents.   

 

A sensitive  and thoughtful lad, he came to join the Unitas Fratrum (óUnity of the Brethrenô), 

a community of the poor with high ideals of peace, integrity of life and deep spirituality.  

Founded in the 15
th
 Century as spiritual descendants of John Hus, the Brethren had by 

Komensyôs day expanded their ranks to include the nobility, and were between five and 10% 

of the population of Bohemia.   

 

They were thoroughly orthodox in doctrine, trinitarian and confessing the classical Creeds, 

and had been inspired by the orthodox but schismatic Waldensians. In 1575 the Czech 

Confession had been signed in Prague by the Utraquists, the Lutherans and the Unity. The 

Confession was Lutheran-based and it united (outwardly at least) the Protestants of Bohemia.   

 

Komensky became a life-long worker for Christian Unity, especially between Protestants.The 

Hapsburg Emperor Maximillian accepted the Confession in that he did not persecute its 

adherents, and in 1609 the Bohemian nobility received a charter from the new and decidedly 

eccentric Rudolf II, guaranteeing them freedom of worship. 

 

Anti-Hapsburg agitation had been going on in the Empire since the end of the 16
th
 Century, 

and in Government reprisals Komensky, then 13 years of age, lost his home in the flames. He 

moved to live in PŚerov to study at the Brethren School there from 1608 to 1611, and then 

went to Germany, to the Nassau Academy at Herborn, for two years.   

 

Here he came under the influence of three teachers in particular. From J H Alsted he learned 

to relate revelation to science in a synthesis which was being overturned by new advanced 

thinkers of the age. J Fischer-Piscator taught him Bible doctrine and inspired him with the 

teaching of the Parousia (the óComing Againô) of Christ.  From J H Althusius he learned 

political theory and the concept of a contract between a ruler and the leaders of the Estates he 

ruled over.  Komensky met David Pareus (1548-1622) at Heidelberg and came under the 

influence of his ecumenical spirit.  Pareus hoped the Unity of Protestants could be brought 

about by holding a sort of Protestant Council of Trent. 

 

In Bohemia things came to a head politically when a crowd of Protestants  stormed the 

Hradļany Palace in May 1618 and threw two Hapsburg governors out of a window.  The mob 

was protesting against violations of the Royal Charter of Toleration of 1609, and that the 

Hapsburg Ferdinand II, aiming to become Emperor, was also assuming the throne of 

Bohemia. 

As they threw the governors out of the window (still pointed out to tourists today) they cried 

out, óShout to Mary to help you.ô  They fell on a dung heap below the window and survived.   

 

When Ferdinand did become Emperor the next year Bohemian Protestants deposed him as 

their king and put Frederick V of the Palatinate in his place.  He lasted only a few months, as 
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the óWinter Kingô, because again warfare followed (1620) and at the Battle of Bila Hora 

(White Mountain), near Prague, the Bohemian rebels were crushed by Imperialist forces.  

Some rebels were executed in Old Town Square. Their lands were confiscated and Frederick 

fled, his lands invaded from the Spanish Netherlands. 

 

In 1621 Imperial troops sacked Fulnek, where Komensky, now ordained as a minister of the 

Brethren, was headmaster of their school.  His library was burned by the troops and his books 

burned publicly in the town square.  With about a hundred of the Brethren, Komensky had to 

flee from Moravia.  His wife and two sons had died in the plague and he was going to be in 

exile for the last 50 years of his life.  In 1624 he remarried, marrying Marie Dorita, the 

daughter of a Unity Bishop, Jan Cyrill, who five years before had hopefully crowned 

Frederick V as King of Bohemia. 

 

Komensky now travelled widely in Europe trying to raise support for the Brethren.  He 

finally settled in 1628 at Leszno in Poland, where the ruler and landowner was a member of 

the Brethren and had made his town a refuge for religious refugees. Komensky wrote at this 

time:  

 

óBrutal and bloodstained sword destroys my beloved country ï my poor people are 

being oppressed, tortured, murdered and imprisoned. Godôs truth is being suppressed, 

pure divine services are being prohibited, priests driven out or thrown in gaol.ô
56

   

 

To try to describe the violence, deceit and confusion of Europe, Komensky had written in 

1623 The Labyrinth of the World. It has a strong ecumenical theme condemning 

denominational bigotry. He wrote:  

 

óThere I saw how two or three of the chapels adjacent to each other were considering 

joining themselves into one. But they could find no means of attaining harmony among 

themselves. This miserable confusion and mutation of these fine Christian folk filled me 

with great indignation.ô 

 

Komenskyôs basis of union for Protestants rested in the essential agreement in the primary 

truths of the Christian faith confessed by the Unity, the Lutherans and the Reformed 

(Calvinists). In Haggaeus Redivivus (1632) he wrote:   

 

óAs for ourselves, let us learn not to dogmatise beyond what is written, but rather to 

stand in the holy commandment given us. I say, let the Holy Bible be our canon, our 

faith, our standards, our rule.ô  

 

Komensky not only longed for unity among Protestants, he had an even wider hope. In An 

Exhortation of the Churches of Bohemia to the Church of England, he called for a vision of 

worldwide unity of Christians ï a coming together of dry bones to make one people as 

Ezekiel had seen the Valley of Dry Bones come alive and become one. Komensky never lost 

hope in this vision. Prophecies given by the Brethren from time to time and the hope of the 
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 Panek, Jaroslav, Comenius, Teacher of Nations, Orbis, Prague, 1991, p 26. Poland had become, 

from the 16
th
 Century, a refuge from persecution for Protestants, both Orthodox in doctrine and 

unorthodox.  
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imminent return of Christ (Komensky came to believe it would be in 1670, the year he died) 

preserved him from despair. 

 

Komensky was made a bishop of the Unity of the Brethren in 1632 as he taught at Leszno 

and supervised the education of the Brethren. He drew inspiration from the writings of 

Francis Bacon (1561-1620), who asked for a universal reform of the study of the sciences 

and laid a foundation for discovery of the reality of phenomena based on hypotheses, the 

scientific method. He also read the Dominican Tomasso Campanella (1568-1639) whose 

goal was to achieve a harmoniously ordered society of peace and justice. He saw education as 

the great means to achieve this. 

 

Komensky is chiefly remembered as a pioneer of an enlightened view of education. He 

believed in pre-school education and the home as the sphere of first learning. He was 

intensely interested in the teaching of languages: the mother tongue and Latin, even a 

universal language for all Europe. His Ianua Linguam Reserta (óOpen Gate of Languagesô) in 

1631 was well received throughout Europe by Catholic as well as Protestant  educators. It 

broke new ground in language learning. Children were not to chant things by rote but learn 

by things meaningful to them. School plays were to be produced in Latin. By 1669 Jesuits 

were using his books in their schools. 

 

There grew up a Comenian party in London who invited Komensky to visit. Komensky 

believed England was the country best suited to receive and propagate ópansophicô ideas. All 

learning must be related and universally accepted. He arrived in London in September 1641, 

when the Long Parliament was in session discussing church and political reform.   

 

While in England, Komensky wrote on church reconciliation and the reform of education. 

Parliament was ready to set Komensky up with a College where scholars would research his 

ideas, and Komensky might have settled in England, but his wife would not leave Leszno. It 

was not a propitious time for Komensky to be in London. The Comenian group itself was 

split into revolutionary and royalist factions. 

 

England was in turmoil over the Grand Remonstrance (1641) led by John Pym in 

dissatisfaction with Charles Iôs rule. Komensky dedicated his Via Lucis to England and later, 

in 1668, to the Royal Society, which had been inspired by his ideas. Via Lucis dealt with the 

universal struggle of good and evil and good was to triumph through universal education. 

Most pagan books were to be discarded but there were to be universal books enlightening our 

understanding of the universe, the Scriptures and our consciences, all these to be approved by 

a central College of Light.   

 

Komensky saw manôs preparation for eternity beginning in the womb. Education went on all 

the way through life. There was to be a department of the College called the School of Old 

Age. Old age was to be a time of rest, contemplation and study. Yet Komensky was practical 

as well as idealistic. He wrote about the correct ordering of schools and the governors; each 

school should resemble little churches. There was to be personal and individual reform of 

each believer as well as a re-ordering of society.   

 

Cardinal Richelieu invited Komensky to go to France but he preferred to go to Sweden. He 

went in July 1642 and met René Descartes, but was not taken with him. The two 

philosophers parted politely but coolly. Komensky called Descartesô ideas óthe most 

malignant of all philosophies.ô Komensky wanted to defend the link between science and 
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religion; for Descartes the pure rational analysing of things sufficed. Komensky was 

concerned that Descartes lacked human sympathies. 

 

In 1645 Komensky, with Calixtus, attended the Colloquy of Thorn in Poland where an 

attempt was made to bring together Lutherans, Catholics and Reformed. The time was not 

ripe: petty wrangling defeated the purpose of the gathering. 

 

In 1648 Komenskyôs second wife died, and the next year he married Jana Gajusova, the 

daughter of a Czech Protestant pastor. Now Komensky severed his links with the Brethren. 

He subsequently had some time in Transylvania, where there was an anti-Hapsburg coalition. 

 

Komensky may have been the first educator to produce a picture book for children, Orbis 

Pictus, which appeared in 1653.   

 

From 1654 the Swedes invaded Poland and, for the second time in his life, Komensky saw his 

library go up in flames. This time his home was burnt as well, as the opposing Polish soldiers 

sacked Leszno. Itinerant and homeless, he turned to live in the Netherlands again, where he 

was granted an honorary professorship. In 1657-58 the Amsterdam City Council published 

his comprehensive work Opera Didactica Omnia, which reflected his passionate hope that 

men should form óone all-inclusive world society by reason of common knowledge, common 

law and common religionô (Panegersia, or óUniversal Awakeningô). 

 

Ecumenical in spirit as he was, Komensky was uncompromising in his opposition to the 

Socinians, who denied the Deity of Christ and the atoning value of his death. In his youth he 

had passed through a spiritual crisis but came out of it with a deep commitment to the truth of 

the Deity of Christ. His hopes for humanity rested on this truth and on the literal return of 

Christ. It is interesting to note that the dispute between Socinians and Protestants brought 

Protestants and Catholics together. 

 

Komensky collected ópropheciesô uttered from time to time by people connected with his 

circle of friends. In 1663 he wrote The Last Trombone Over Germany in which he saw the 

Turks as Godôs punishment on a corrupt Christendom. Fellow Calvinists tended to be 

embarrassed by his belief in prophecies and his chiliastic
57

 view. In his last years he softened 

in tone towards the Hapsburg Emperor Leopold I and Pope Alexander VII. 

 

At 75 years of age Komensky attended the Breda Peace Conference, which in 1667 brought 

to an end the sea-wars between England and Holland. His Angelus Pacis (1637) called, 

optimistically, for the ending of all wars.  

 

His whole philosophy of life was that mankind, learning and the universe were one and that 

the Christian faith was sent to bring this about. Divisions among Christians were therefore 

particularly reprehensible. He hoped for a universal language, a universal education and a 

universal religious body. He envisaged a World Consistory composed of Jews, Muslims, 

Christians and pagans. For the resolution of political conflict there was to be a World Senate 

and an International Court of Peace to meet every 10 years alternately for Europe, Asia, 

Africa and America.  Work was not to be done on a feudal basis but through officials 

answerable to public control. In most of these plans Komensky was ahead of his time. He had 
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a concern that merchant adventurers should not exploit people in the markets that were 

opening up in the European colonies overseas. 

 

The philosopher closest to Komensky was Gottfried Wilhelm Leibinz  (1646-1716), a 

mathematician and the founder of the Prussian Academy. Like Komensky, Leibinz worked 

for the reconciliation of the factions within Protestantism and for peace between nations. The 

rationalists looked askance at both of them. óComenius ï pointed to a more humane 

alternative to Cartesianism as a way to the modern world.ô
58

  

 

Komensky died in exile, still optimistic in spite of all he had seen and suffered, and was 

buried in a little Reformed Walloon Church in Naarden. 

Despite his suffering because of bigotry, in church matters Komensky retained an eirenical 

and ecumenical spirit which comes out very strongly in his work Panorthosia
59

 (óUniversal 

Reformô). In religious disputes he developed his principle of óBoth-Neitherô: both sides have 

acceptance; neither side dominates the other. He laid down three rules for settling disputes: 

 

µ Universality. The principle here is that in all opinions there is something that is 

universally accepted as true. 

µ Simplicity.  Here Komensky quotes St Hilary: óGod poses no subtle questions when 

he invites us into heaven.ô 

µ Agreement. We should look to make some concession to the other point of view. 

 

Komensky tried to show how his óboth-neitherô principle could be applied to some of the 

thorny questions of dispute in his day: 

 

µ The dispute over the filioque clause. Both Western and Eastern points of view are 

acceptable. The Holy Spirit flows from the Father, óthe one outflow of everythingô, 

through the Son. 

µ Godôs foreknowledge. Is it the cause of things to come or not? We can say óneitherô 

because with God all things are now, yet we could also argue óbothô, that is, God 

knew beforehand what would come to pass and made it come to pass. Both are true. 

µ Justification. Is this a passive, imputed righteousness by faith (the Reformed 

tradition), or an active, imparted righteousness by faith (the Catholic position)? 

Both, says Komensky, are true. We are justified by works and by faith, Scripture 

tells us this. He writes: óIt is pointless to reiterate the question whether we are 

justified by faith or works. For the answer must be ñby bothò, since the Scripture 

expressly confirms both of them.ô We have to grasp the righteousness of Christ as 

our priest (justification by faith ï Paul) and we have to maintain a close imitation of 

his holy life (justification by works ï James); further, we enter into the essential 

righteousness of God by becoming partakers of the divine nature (2 Peter 1.4). 

µ In the Eucharist, Komensky maintains that all Christians must agree that Jesus said 

óThis is my body ï bloodô. The difficulty is explaining how it happens. But we are 
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not told how, so why speculate? Komensky tries hard here to bring Catholic and 

Protestant together here by talking of accepting transubstantiation in a metaphysical 

sense, but this does not seem to be a satisfactory solution. But isnôt Komenskyôs 

principle in finding what is óagreed onô a sound one here? 

µ On infant baptism, Komensky believed both paedo-baptists and Anabaptists should 

concede that their position could not, without contention, be argued from Scripture. 

Infant baptism is neither specifically commanded not rejected by Scripture, so 

toleration of each otherôs position should prevail. Again, the óboth-neitherô principle 

rules!  

 

Komensky is far too naive in his hope that the óboth-neitherô principle would satisfy 

protagonists in the 17
th
 Century, but perhaps he has something to say to us in the 21

st
 

Century. 

 

A notable contemporary of Komensky was a German, Georg Calixtus (1586-1656), whom 

the New International Dictionary of the Christian Church calls óan early ecumenistô, and the 

Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church óa Protestant theologian.ô 

 

He was Lutheran Abbot of Königslutter and, from 1614, professor of theology at Helmstadt 

University. His view of what a true Christian is was remarkably like that expressed by John 

Wesley in a letter to a Roman Catholic in 1749, except that Wesley did not mention baptism 

in his letter.  

 

Calixtus described a Christian as one who was baptised and who prays to God, Father, Son 

and Holy Ghost. He believes Jesus was the Son of God, born of a Virgin; that he redeemed us 

by his sufferings and death; that he was raised from the dead and will return to earth as judge 

of all. Such a Christian does not persist in wickedness (Wesley would have gone further on 

this point!). 

 

George Calixtus (his family name was the Danish óKallisonô) lived, as did Komensky, in the 

turbulence of the Thirty Yearsô War, and was all his life caught up in religious controversy. 

Born in Flensburg, Schleswig-Holstein, he entered Helmstadt University as a young man and 

studied mathematics, classics and philosophy. He came to see later in life that learning could 

become a substitute for true faith and spirituality.   

 

Graduating as Master of Arts after only two years at University, he began to teach. Between 

1609 and 1613 he made a series of teaching tours around Germany and to England and 

France. On his return to the Continent he was appointed Professor of Theology at Helmstadt 

University, in which post he remained for the rest of his life.   

 

In England he was impressed by the order of the Church of England and its bishopsô libraries! 

He took a doctorôs degree in 1616 and three years later married a widow, the daughter of a 

Helmstadt burgomaster.   

 

Calixtus was greatly disturbed by the divisions among Christians: Protestants fought 

Catholics and fought among themselves, Calvinists fought Lutherans and Melanchthon-

Lutherans fought hard-line Wittenberg Lutherans.  Helmstadtôs position, under Calixtus, was 

that of a moderate anti-Papal Protestantism, yet it was open to contacts with Catholics, but 
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also anti-Socinian. Calixtus himself was even prepared, for unityôs sake, that the Pope should 

be acknowledged as the titular head of the Church.   

 

There was a naivety about his hope that the entrenched ecclesiastical position of the 

Reformed, Lutheran and Catholic Churches could be laid aside in the interest of unity. 

Calixtus tried to find in the faith and confessions of the Early Church the basic confession 

which could bind all Christians together in the Apostlesô Creed. Could not all true Christians 

confess the faith of the early martyrs? Would not the Vincentian Canon suffice?   

 

He had many enemies, who disliked his mediating position, and many sorrows in the deaths 

and disabilities of his children and in the decline of the University as a result of the War. But 

the University recovered and Calixtus soldiered on to the end, outliving his wife by only two 

years, yet confessing in his loneliness as he sat in the dark trying to read, óChristôs death and 

merit is all my merit,ô and dying peacefully in Christ. 

 

German Protestantism was rent into two major divisions in Calixtusô day, Reformed 

(Calvinistic) and Lutheran; and, of course, there was the long-standing opposition of the 

Roman Catholic and Protestant Churches.  A Conference was convened by King Wladyslaw 

IV of Poland at Thorn (Torun) in 1645 in West Prussia, at that time under his protection, to 

attempt to bring about some sort of reconciliation between the warring factions.  

 

The Conference opened with much pomp and met in the Rath-Haus in the city. There were 

present 27 Roman Catholic theologians, 23 Lutherans and 15 Reformed (authorities differ on 

the exact numbers).  There were 36 sessions altogether, and both Komensky and Calixtus 

were present, but Calixtus took no part in the proceedings because of wrangling between the 

Lutherans and the Reformed. Some Lutherans were offended that Calixtus had been invited 

to the Conference by an Elector who was Reformed!  Calixtus was supposed to be a Lutheran 

and the Reformed were glad to have his allegiance.  

 

The Conference, as one might have guessed, achieved no lasting result; some Lutherans were 

suspicious of Catholic motives for being there. It is significant that when there were times of 

worship, especially after the opening ceremony, the factions met separately! There was 

objection from some delegates that the opening prayer had been assigned to a Roman 

Catholic Bishop. Komensky left the Conference a month before its end, ódisgusted with 

haggling.ô
60

     

 

What is important for our studies is that the principle of looking to the early days of the 

Church as a model for present ecumenical thinking was accepted by many at this 

Conference.  
 

Calixtus held that what was believed in the Church in the first five centuries was conformable 

to Scripture, though he thought Rome had introduced many óintolerable opinionsô. Despite 

these óopinionsô, Calixtus was still open to ecumenical debate with Rome. Komenskyôs plan 

for a universal Church also guarded against innovations by urging that óno one imports new 

rituals into the Church, or even old and spurious ones which do not date back to Christ or the 
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