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ASSISI, 10/27/11:  OPPORTUNITY OR SETBACK? 

 

The invitation to the leaders of the world’s religions, and indeed to all those involved in promoting peace, to come to Assisi, 

Italy, on October 27, 2011, can be a great opportunity for Christians to witness to the love and mercy of Jesus Christ.  Or, it 

can be a setback to the true proclamation and Christian unity. For Oblates of Mary Immaculate, the precious heritage we 

have from our late superior general, Archbishop Marcello Zago (1932-2001), can either be promoted, or neglected.  He was 

Pope John Paul II’s right hand person in arranging the original meeting of Oct. 27, 1986, and writing about it thoroughly 

and clearly.   

 

One of the facts he revealed about Assisi was the number of accredited media representatives (800).  He observed for the 

fourth and final session of the Second Vatican Council (Sept.-Dec. 1965), there were only 500. 

He also had a key role in the formula which made the 1986 meeting both successful and controversial:  “we gathered 

together to pray, but we did not pray together.”  The leaders of the world’s religions listened respectfully to each other’s 

prayers, but they did not join in leading those prayers.  Then something extraordinary happened when the other religions 

realized that Christian leaders were going to pray together (because of our joint baptism).  The different Buddhist groups 

(Archbishop Zago’s special field) for example, had not planned to pray together until they realized that Christians were 

praying together.  The Buddhists were then moved to arrange to pray together at Assisi. (For more on  Archbishop Zago, see 

MUD #3, Third Series, Oct. 2005; for more on the Assisi event, see the page on the website below). 

 

There is a growing need for individual members of the world’s faiths to pray together.  But having the leaders pray together 

raises the issue of promoting relativism, and gives the impression that all religions are the same.  In fact, it is their very 

difference and richness which attracts prayer across the boundaries, as the great devotional prayer life of the Eastern 

religions attracts members of Christianity, and the teachings of Jesus about non-violence attracts members of Eastern 

religions. 

 

On the weekends of Oct. 22-23 and 29-30, we can expect a great deal of interest and concern in our places of worship about 

what this meeting means.  Religions, including Catholicism, have been a source of violence and injustice.  Can we apologize 

for this at the same time as we realize they have been a source of joy and peace; of struggle for justice for all? 

The Catechism of the Catholic Church renounces all violence in the name of religion, apologizes for past injustices, and urges 

both respect for other religions and proclamation of the uniqueness of Jesus and His Church.  But many Catholics have 

never cracked the covers of the Catechism. And a few claiming to be Catholic, especially the late Archbishop Marcel 

Lefebvre’s Society of St. Pius X, rejected the 1986 meeting and have attacked the coming one. 

 

Pope John Paul II put it this way:  “It is necessary to keep these two truths together, namely the real possibility of salvation 

in Christ for all mankind and the necessity of the Church for salvation” (On the Permanent Validity of the Church’s 

Missionary Mandate, #9). The pope then develops at great length the role of the Holy Spirit in saving those outside the 

visible boundaries of Christianity (#’s 28-29). 

 

Archbishop Zago reflected and prayed over the 1986 event, and wrote about the relationship between ecumenism and 

interreligious dialogue: 

Assisi has underlined both the convergences and the essential differences between Christian 

ecumenism and interreligious dialogue.  The Christians prayed together first in the cathedral and 

then during the common part of the program in the presence of all the religious representatives.  The 
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kind of unity that already exists between Christians and that which they are still seeking is 

substantially different from that of the other believers.  A conscious relationship to Christ affects 

prayer addressed to God—to whom all believers address themselves—and affects all mutual 

relationships.  Christians are joined to each other whereas other believers are ordained to the People 

of God.  In my view, the following distinction made in two texts of Lumen Gentium needs to be 

pondered in depth:  ‘The Church knows that she is joined in many ways to the baptized who are 

honoured by the name Christian, but who do not however profess the Catholic faith in its entirety or 

have not preserved unity or communion under the successor of Peter’ (LG 15). ‘Finally, those who 

have not yet received the Gospel are related to the People of God in various ways’ (LG 16).” [Lumen 

Gentium is the Latin name for Vatican II’s Constitution on the Church]. 

It is significant that since Vatican II, the two streams of ecumenism and interreligious dialogue have converged.  One reason 

is economics:  most dioceses and religious orders cannot maintain two departments, one to promote ecumenism and one to 

promote interreligious dialogue.  However, a deeper reason is theological:  the attitude of dialogue relates especially to 

ecumenism and the world’s great religions.  It is basically the respect we show to other people and expect to be shown to 

ourselves. Archbishop Zago especially referred to the document issued jointly by the Pontifical Council for Interreligious 

Dialogue and the Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples, “Dialogue and Proclamation” (May 19, 1991).  Three 

interlocking meanings of dialogue are explained at the beginning of this document (#9). 

DEVELOPMENTS  IN  THE  RELATIONSHIP  WITH  EASTERN  CHRISTIANITY 

Christianity breathes with two lungs, the Eastern and the Western.  Pope John Paul II used this simile in his encyclical 

letter That All May Be One, #54, probably taking it from Fr. Yves Congar OP. The Eastern Churches developed from 

Jerusalem, Antioch (Syria), Alexandria (Egypt) and Constantinople (Turkey). They total about 270 million worldwide. The 

Western Churches developed from Jerusalem and Rome, and include both a billion Roman Catholics and 800 million 

Protestants.  Bridging the Eastern and Western are about 20 million Eastern Roman Catholics who belong to 22 Churches, 

acknowledging the pope but of Eastern heritage. 

 

During the past decade, there has been increasing cooperation between Eastern and Western Christians.  The Eastern who 

are members of the World Council of Churches have spoken for the beliefs they share with Roman Catholics, whose Church 

does not belong to the WCC.  The Patriarchs of Constantinople and Moscow have cooperated increasingly, lessening 

disagreements over which ethnic groups were to be led by each. Pope Benedict has increased contact between the Vatican 

and both Patriarchs. 

 

When Pope Benedict called for a Special Assembly for the Middle East of the Synod of Bishops, and led the representatives 

in Rome during October, 2010, there was very active representation also from those Eastern Churches not in union with the 

pope. All the representatives signed the Message of the Synod which pleaded with Muslims in the Middle East to respect 

religious freedom.  The leader of the Melkites in North America, Archbishop Cyril Bustros, Eparch of Newton, MA, noted 

the way in which the “Message of the Synod,” and Pope Benedict’s Jan. 1, 2011 “World Day of Peace” statement fit 

together and reinforce each other.  Writing in the Melkite review Sophia, the archbishop rejected both secularism and 

fundamentalism, committing his Church to dialogue with civil institutions and other religions (“Religious Freedom, the 

Path to Peace,” Spring 2011, pp. 3-5). 

 

Also in October, 2010, the North American Orthodox-Roman Catholic Theological Consultation met and published a very 

practical and positive document detailing what they have discovered during their forty-five year history.  In “Steps 

Towards A Reunited Church: A Sketch of an Orthodox-Catholic Vision for the Future,” all the members stated:  “It is 

urgent that Orthodox and Catholic Christians find an effective way to realize our common tradition of faith together, and to 

present the world with a unified testimony to the Lordship of Jesus.  To be what we are called to be, we need each other. . . 

.To become what we are…we cannot stop short of re-establishing full Eucharistic communion among ourselves.” 

Fr. Thomas Ryan CSP, director of the Paulist North American Office for Ecumenical and Interfaith Relations, Washington, 

DC, gives a concise and thorough examination of this statement in his Koinonia 11 newsletter of Winter, 2010/11.  I cannot 

recommend his newsletter too highly. 
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