
Abstract
Considering the apparent unrealistic nature of full visible 

Christian unity, Ecumenical Theology recently focuses on 
communion. Despite emerging differences, it demonstrates 
communion by embracing concepts like unity in diversity, 
differentiated consensus, reconciled diversity, and legitimate 
diversity. These [means of affirming diversity and plurality 
without destroying communion], are fruits of ecumenical 
dialogue. A difficulty of actualizing visible unity resulted 
in frustration and disappointment, partly due to what some 
attribute to approach/attitude to dialogue. Receptive Ecumenism 
emerges as an alternative approach with open possibilities for 
ecumenical progress. It emphasizes ‘receptive learning’ in a 
process of ‘explicit ecclesial self-critique’to dispose churches 
to self-critical openness and conversion for growth and reform 
on which current ecumenical progress depends. Considering 
fundamental questions regarding ‘Church as Communion’, the 
Third Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission 
(ARCIC III) applied this approach in a recent bilateral dialogue. 
ARCIC III identified common grounds, points of differences and 
tensions, and potentials for mutual receptive learning between 
the Anglicans and Roman Catholics. This article critically 
discussed Receptive Ecumenism, its application in the first 
agreed statement: Walking Together on the Way: Learning to 
Be the Church – Local, Regional and Universal, and relevance 
for ecumenical relations. We evaluated the document, critically 
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analyzed RE as a new approach, considered possible challenges, 
and prospects for other ecumenical engagements. The discussion 
showcased Receptive Ecumenism as an ecumenical disposition 
and attitude.

Keywords: Reception, Ecumenism, ARCIC, Conversion, 
Communion, Self-Critique, Walking Together, Ecclesial 
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Introduction 
Since the Second Vatican Council, the Roman Catholic 

Church (RCC) has engaged in several bilateral and multilateral 
dialogues with other Christians of the Eastern and the Western 
traditions, always eager to explore options that may lead to the 
goal of visible unity.

The initial enthusiasm of ecumenists, after the foundation 
of the World Council of Churches and Vatican II, faced 
disillusionment as more church dividing issues persisted. These 
challenges are present not just in ‘dialogue’, but also in the daily 
life of Christian communities. Michael Root and Antonia Pizzey 
have described the current situation as “ecumenical winter,”1 
Gerard Kelly called it “road block,”2 while Jon Nilson used “a 
dead end”3 to describe the disappointment of the ecumenical 
winter.  The Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, has a 
different perspective of this metaphor. Although he agrees with the 
challenges of ecumenical winter, he was optimistic with Walter 
Kasper that “it was a winter in which much fruit was harvested.” 
So, for him the situation is an “ecumenical spring.”4 However, 
this optimism does not completely remove the frustration but 
places the ecumenical movement at a crucial discerning edge. 
This leads to discouragement and lack of interest in ecumenism, 
and raises questions about the future of ecumenical movement. 
Alternative approaches have emerged as potentials for success 
amidst the ecumenical disillusionment.

This work examines a new approach, Receptive Ecumenism 
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(hereafter RE), implemented in a 2018 Agreed Statement of a 
recent bilateral dialogue of the Third Anglican-Roman Catholic 
International Commission (ARCIC III), Walking Together on the 
Way: Learning to Be the Church ˗ Local, Regional, Universal,5 
and how this approach could enrich ecumenical dialogue.

Receptive Ecumenism: Meaning and Development
Receptive Ecumenism is a fresh ecumenical approach which 

is being explored by the churches to see what potentials it could 
bring that can promote ecumenical relations. With emphasis on 
receptivity, learning, and listening, Refocuses more on learning 
or receiving from, rather than teaching or convincing the other. 
It is about learning from other Christians in order to learn about 
ourselves. It highlights conversion and openness to the Holy 
Spirit.

This new strategy emerged recently in the ecumenical field 
to address the disposition of the churches engaged in dialogue 
in such a way that they are open to respectively enriching each 
other. One of the most prominent authors who had propagated 
the method in 2006 is Paul Murray.6 In his article “Receptive 
Ecumenism and Ecclesial Learning: Receiving Gifts for our 
Needs,” Murray observes that although previous ecumenical 
dialogues has increased mutual ecclesial understanding, their 
strategies were “incapable of delivering the self-critical openness 
to practical conversion, growth and development upon which 
real ecumenical progress depends.”7 Murray’s core concern is 
that too often churches approach dialogue with a predisposition 
to teach, expecting others to learn from them. Hence, Murray 
maintains that the fundamental principle in RE is that churches 
make a clear pragmatic shift by highlighting a rather self-critical 
question which would prioritize learning from others to facilitate 
ecclesial growth and ecumenical progress. ARCIC III identified 
this concept more in terms of “self-examination and inner 
conversion than convincing the other.”8

In this new ecumenical ethic, the purpose of the shift is for 
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churches to address their own internal tensions in a receptive 
learning process called ‘explicit ecclesial self-critique’. Here, 
they see a possibility that what is weak or undeveloped in us, 
may be stronger or better developed in the other, and that taking 
a posture of ‘teacher’ instead of ‘receiver’ or ‘learner’ makes less 
progress in dialogue.

Roots and Development
Receptive Ecumenisms traced to John Paul II’s ecumenical 

encyclical, Ut Unum Sint, which humbly reaffirmed the 
importance of ecumenism, emphasized ecumenism as “an 
exchange of gifts,”9 and places conversion as a central value that 
could help the churches in dialogue. This affirms the key assertion 
of Vatican II that “there can be no ecumenism worthy of the name 
without interior conversion.”10 John Paul II sees conversion as 
“a change of heart,”11 which is synonymous with a change of 
mind, repentance, atonement, reformation, transformation, and 
renewal. When churches approach dialogue with these values, 
they view those still-dividing theological issues from different 
perspectives.

Five key relevant factors influenced the development of RE. 
First, Paul Murray was awareness that the ecumenical movement 
requires a fresh ecumenical approach. He developed RE to respond 
to current ecumenical indolence by proposing a self-critical but 
simple method as a way forward. Second, Murray drew from 
an American idealist-pragmatist tradition, especially Nicholas 
Rescher’s positive approach to plurality and diversity, which 
believes that one does not compromise identity by recognizing 
the validity of another’s. Here, since no one has the whole truth, 
diversity becomes legitimate in a positive approach to difference. 
Third, RE develops from Spiritual Ecumenism, which articulates 
receptive ecumenical hospitality and fruitfulness, and extends 
emphasis from personal to structural, and further to ecclesial 
conversion. 

The fourth is Daniel Hardy’s description of Scriptural 
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Reasoning as “one way of going deeper simultaneously into 
one’s own faith and into the faith of others through study and 
mutual mentoring.”12 This involves “reading and reasoning 
scriptures together, where there is a high degree of mutually 
responsible hospitality and the possibility of achieving a complex 
harmony.”13 This process is analogous to what RE seeks to do 
in the intra-Christian context and deepens Murray’s approach to 
plurality. Finally, the Ignatian Spirituality influences receptive 
ecumenism’s ethical emphasis on “continuing conversion 
as a principle of life, on humility as a key virtue…, creative 
imagination, critical testing and scrutinizing”  as discernment 
processes.

As an on-going project, four International conferences 
had taken place between 2006-2017, with related themes 
and at different parts of the world. These conferences offer 
renewed disposition for churches to make a shift from former 
‘self-defending’ and ‘convincing-the-other’ positions to an 
open-minded readiness and less argumentative stances. Here, 
differences become mutually recognized, respected, admired and 
received as gifts to enrich, rather than diminish ecclesial identity. 
Therefore, RE encourages the spirit of learning, and affirms that 
it is more dignifying to learn or receive than to give. 

Bases, values and Criteria for Receptive Learning
As an ethical strategy of ecclesial conversion, RE is “both 

remarkably simple in vision and…far-reaching in potential.” 
Again, its essence is “change in churches, not just other churches, 
but my own church changing.”16 Embarking on a project with 
such unique and delicate character may not be easy. Therefore, 
some crucial values and criteria could go along with RE’s 
fundamental pedestals to curb ecclesial mindset and dispose 
churches towards learning and reception. Churches need to 
understand that Christian unity is not a human project but God’s; 
that change, as a long-term, slow and steady process needs time 
and patience; openness to challenges at the personal and ecclesial 
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levels are vital steps to growth; and that reception and learning 
enhance and dignify, rather than diminish ecclesial fullness and 
identity.

Adopting these principles needs yet other values such as 
courage, hope, humility, patience, openness, honesty, deep 
listening, “walking in the other’s shoes, suspending judgment, 
appreciating others’ beliefs and values, being self-critical of 
one’s own beliefs and…transparency.”17 RE resonate these 
values, which in turn portray its ethical characteristics. If 
churches apply the above principles and values, then the result 
could be a transformed ecumenical dialogue. Certain criteria 
for authentic receptive learning are considered concerning 
“ecclesial identity and its preservation…truth and falsity…and 
prudent judgement.”18 This simply underlies proper discernment 
before considering any new learning from a dialogue partner. 
Consequently, these criteria (especially the question of ecclesial 
identity and dignity, and the preservation of truth and faith) pose 
the greatest challenges to RE as would be discussed later below. 
Meanwhile, we shall look at a practical application of RE in a 
bilateral dialogue.

Receptive Ecumenism in the Third Anglican˗Roman 
Catholic International Commission 

Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission 
(ARCIC) is a theological commission representing the two 
traditions, as they journey together towards ecclesial renewal and 
conversion, for the fullness of growth in communion. ARCIC 
sprang from the meeting between Pope Paul VI and the Archbishop 
of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey, in 1966. Its official dialogue 
started in 1970 and has completed two phases (1970-1981 and 
1983-2005).ARCIC has been “exploring the deeper meaning of 
communion arising from their engagement with one another.”20 

Since inception, ARCIC’s three phases have been reflecting on 
themes around the “question of authority and the ecclesiology of 
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communion.”20

Examining emerging prevailing issues, previous ARCIC 
phases have fruitfully increased mutual understanding in “series 
of Agreed Statements on dividing issues that still exist today?”21  
ARCIC I applied the approach of “learning to recognize and 
receive the ecclesial presence of Christ”22 in each tradition. 
ARCIC II deepened this approach in a concept of “re-reception,”23 
using an eschatological method, which approaches the issues 
“afresh by considering them from God’s future ‘backwards.’”24

However, issues of authority and lay participation make the 
ecclesial communion journey more difficult. So, a third phase of 
ARCIC dialogue began in 2011. This phase built on the methods 
ARCIC I and II, and sought for their continuity and further 
development by adopting RE as the approach.  The document, 
Walking Together on the Way: Learning to be the Church Local, 
Regional, Universal, is the first Agreed Statement of the third 
dialogue phase, whose task is “to consider fundamental questions 
regarding the ‘Church as Communion – Local and Universal’, 
and ‘how in communion the Local and Universal Church comes 
to discern right ethical teaching.”25

The commission reflected on issues around Anglican-Roman 
Catholic Instruments of Communion, lay participation (which 
reveals deliberative versus consultative authority), episcopal 
collegiality and the primacy/authority of the Bishop of Rome. 
They recognized their respective internal problems and the 
need for renewal and reform. So, to move forward towards 
communion, they suggested that each tradition is to look humbly 
at what is not working effectively within them, to ask whether 
they could develop and strengthen it through receptive learning 
from the understanding, structures, practices, and judgements of 
the other.26 This is a receptive learning process through “explicit 
ecclesial self-critique,” which involves readiness
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…to discern what appears to be overlooked or 
underdeveloped in one’s own tradition, to ask whether 
such things are better developed in the other tradition, 
and to inquire how such perceived strengths in the other 
tradition might be able, through receptive learning, to 
help with the development and enrichment of this aspect 
of ecclesial life within one’s own tradition.27

They used three practical steps to identify and analyze a) 
common grounds and points of agreement; b)points of internal 
tension and difficulties; and c) in relation to “what is weak or less 
developed in one tradition,” to consider possibilities for fruitful, 
transformative, receptive learning from the other’s strengths.28 

Although this research focuses more on the tensions, difficulties 
and possible receptive learning areas for the two traditions, 
Walking Together recorded several commonalities. Instances 
include shared sacramental views29 and common awareness of 
global historical challenges, which led to including the regional 
level in the dialogue.30 In summary, ARCIC identified certain 
potentials for receptive learning for both traditions, hoping 
that this learning, rather than diminish, could enhance ecclesial 
identity and dignity.

Mutual Receptive Learning Potentials 
The RCC can learn from Anglicans, a) “the culture of open 

and frank debate at all levels,”31 as evidenced by the indaba 
process of 2008 Lambeth Conference. b) the “practice of granting 
a deliberative role”32 to synod of bishops, investing authority 
to regional structures for clearer articulation of episcopal 
conferences ’authority; and c) “inclusion of laity in decision-
making structures at every level,” for a stronger development 
of LumenGentiumno.10 concerning “the participation in the 
threefold office of Christ of both laity and ordained.”33

Anglican Communion learning from the RCC could begin 
with a) appreciation of the depth of commitment to ecclesial 
universality. They could strengthen “commitment to this ethos 
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of unity through the use of common” liturgical documents, 
catechism, and Canon Law. b) the “practice of pilgrimage 
visits by bishops to meet with the Archbishop of Canterbury for 
prayer and consultation; c) the Roman Catholic expressions of 
episcopal leadership ”which include reflections on: i) various 
regional “communities in full communion with one another;” 
ii) “models of episcopal consultation and deliberation as seen 
in episcopal conferences and the Synod of Bishops as recently 
developed;” iii) “the normative presence of a voice from outside 
the province, representing the wider Church in the deliberations 
and life of a regional church; and clarity of recognized processes 
for discernment, communication, and reception of authoritative 
teachings and decisions.”34 

Evaluating the Document
The document: Walking together on the Way: Learning to 

be the Church- Local, Regional, Universal, is unique in content 
and character, and different as an approach. It also has some 
theological relevance and limitations as well. With the title: 
walking together on the way, the commission set out as ecclesiae 
in via (churches on the way) towards communion. According 
to the document, “this image of ‘walking together’ on the path 
of communion describes the ecumenical relations35 between the 
two traditions.  This sets them on a pilgrimage journey implying 
togetherness, responsibility, mutuality, interdependence, 
readiness and openness to change and growth. This “pastoral 
and dynamic”36 title, which presents them as fellow pilgrims 
on the way to communion, implies an open-ended nature of 
ARCIC III’s approach, process and outcome. Pilgrimage is also 
a major focus of the World Council of Churches in her mission 
and vision.37 In fact, “Walking Together”38 is a current WCC 
ecumenical imperative and paradigm which IoanSauca described 
as “a journey with spiritual meaning and profound theological 
connotations and implications.”39

Embarking on this pilgrim journey with “explicit ecclesial 
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self-critique,”40they discovered areas of receptive learning within 
each tradition. This approach shows the second character of 
the document: the movement inside out, suggesting an inward 
journey, which Paul Murray calls “open-ended.”41It relates to the 
pragmatic shift that changes the “default instinctive question to 
prioritizing a rather self-critical question...”42 For Paul Murray, 
this move is a “necessary key for unlocking the potentials for 
transformation within traditions.”43It enhances honest acceptance 
of challenges, and the readiness to learn portrays an example of 
frank openness and objectivity. Ecclesial growth and renewal 
need this inward journey. 

The document is different in content and character, shown 
in three kinds of layout and typographical arrangement. It 
represents discussions about the common heritage in the ecclesial 
understanding and practice of the two traditions with whole-
width normal typing style; those areas where they are similar but 
with distinct ways of practice appear in parallel columns placed 
side by side; finally, the sequential paragraphs represent areas 
where they differ from one another.44 This arrangement is helpful 
for easy reading and understanding their commonalities and 
differences.

The document’s theological relevance shows participants 
from a variety of theological disciplines, enriching the dialogue 
from different cultural and contextual settings.45 This guarantees 
treatment of major theological questions on communion. The 
“interrelated notions of ‘Church as pilgrim People of God’ and ‘the 
Church as communion (koinonia),’”46 portrays an ecclesiological 
framework. The dialogue paved way for deeper, mutual ecclesial 
understanding, and clarified ecclesial misunderstandings and 
prejudices. Another important relevance is its critical exposure of 
weak and undeveloped aspects of ecclesial life, faith and practice 
underpinning internal and external difficulties. 

Several values could dispose each tradition for the “self-
critical openness to practical conversion, growth and development 
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upon which real ecumenical progress depends.”47Aside openness, 
self-criticism and discernment required for renewal and reform, 
other values include hope and humility,48frank assessment,49 

mutual and deep listening, repentance.50These values concur 
with Paul Murray’s basic argument for proposing RE; that “the 
contemporary context requires a fresh ecumenical ethic and 
strategy…”51They are ethical because they suggest behavioral 
principles of conducts that dispose partners for fruitful/peaceful 
learning. Considering these values, this research agrees with Paul 
Murray that RE is an ecumenical ethic and strategy. 

Of these values, the commission emphasizes listening, which 
underlies “Pope Francis’s call for a fully synodal Church in 
accord with the vision of the Second Vatican Council.”52 Ormond 
Rush relates three levels of communion with Pope Francis’s 
vision of synodality, which prioritizes listening in those levels.53 

For the Pope, “a synodal Church is a Church which listens,”  first 
to ‘what the Spirit says to the churches’ as in Rev.2:7, and then 
to the people of God at all the levels who share in the triamunera 
Christi (three offices of Christ). So, for Rush, three levels of 
church life entail three levels of ecclesial listening.55 This 
listening could enhance fuller participation of all the faithful. 

There are some gaps in the document. The commission raised 
some questions within the document for both traditions but left 
them unaddressed. One example is the question of the extent at 
which the “instruments of communion need to be both affective 
and effective”56 in the service of mission and unity. Another is 
the question for Catholics concerning the priority of the universal 
or local church.57 We expect that the commission could have 
suggested some practical steps for renewing and reforming 
collegiality, episcopacy and primacy, since their exercise has 
often been the subject of controversy and debate.”58

References to the help of the Holy Spirit are clear in some 
parts of the document, but missing in others, especially in the last 
three sections. Paragraph 3 spelt out ressourcement(returning to 
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the great sources of the tradition)and aggiornamento(engaging 
the issues of our age)as twin streams for ecclesial renewal, 
and paragraph 19 stressed receptive learning as a source for 
that renewal. Going back to our roots while at the same time 
considering the ‘signs of the time’ is not a simple task, especially 
foe some Roman Catholic conservatives. Therefore, the role and 
aid of the Holy Spirit, who alone could help the churches as they 
confront their self-critical and discernment challenges, could 
have received stronger emphasis there.  It is to this same Spirit 
that the churches listen in their inward self-criticism journey. 
We observe only three mentions of the Holy Spirit in section IV, 
none in section V, and only one in section VI. These challenging 
sections could receive stronger pneumatological emphasis.

There was no reference to a pertinent document of John 
Paul II, Novo MillennioInuente. This could have given solid 
grounds for communion ecclesiology and the approach of RE.59 
Paragraph 43 of this millennium document has a “spirituality of 
communion” that is a solid background for RE’s dynamism of 
exchange, sharing and receiving of gifts. Going further, the Pope 
stressed the need to develop, maintain and support communion 
at all levels of the RCC, because they are consultative rather 
than deliberative. Here, too, he noted that “the theology and 
spirituality of communion should encourage dialogue between 
pastors and the faithful.” Concluding, he emphasized listening 
between the pastor and the faithful and encouraged churches not 
to take this for granted.60

ARCIC is a dialogue of learning. However, instances for 
learning from what is weak or unclear leaves a question for the 
commission. One instance is a suggestion for the RCC to consider 
possibilities of learning from the relationship between the Bishop 
of Canterbury and other AC structures. This contradicts paragraph 
141 which stated that this relationship is unclear.61	

‘Learning’ is a keyword for RE and ARCIC III. However, 
I disagree with the phrase, ‘learning to be the Church’ in the 
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document title. Christ, the Head of his Body, the Church, is 
perfect. By virtue of the paschal mystery, the Church is, de facto, 
a perfect entity. Both traditions believe that all faithful share in 
this mystery, and participate in the triamunera Christi through 
baptism, which incorporates them into this Body of Christ,62 
making them ab initio the Church. Hence, we don’t learn to be 
what we already are; rather we grow in our understanding of the 
mysteries through learning, discovering the deeper meaning of 
what we are, and develop our knowledge and understanding of 
being the Church. ‘Learning to be the Church,’ as ARCIC puts 
it, suggests imperfection for the Church, whose Perfect Head 
is Christ.63 It also changes the task and aim of their walking 
together. In ecumenical dialogue churches aim at growing closer 
in communion with each other towards a perfect communion 
with the Trinity.  It is rather the “imperfect communion that 
already exist between churches”64 that develop through receptive 
learning. However, reflections around the perfect Church by 
virtue of Christ as the Head, the nature of members’ identity as 
‘Church,’ and how they grow to discover that identity, are issues 
of varying ecclesiological understandings.

Newness, Hopes and Challenges 
RE claims ‘newness’. Paul Murray introduced it both as 

‘third-phase strategy’65 for the ecumenical movement generally, 
and particularly as a fresh strategy for ARCIC III. For him, both 
the ecumenical movement and ARCIC needed a new strategy to 
address the ‘inertia’ and ‘hardwood’ issues hindering progress. 
Its application in ARCIC III suggests hopes for other ecumenical 
engagements. The newness of RE is seen in the pragmatic and 
programmatic shift which it emphasizes: from theory to practice 
and from doctrinal histories to lived experience; from looking at 
other churches’ wounds and weaknesses to seeking to discover 
the gifts in them; from applauding our own strengths and glories 
to discovering our vulnerability and the possibility of healing 
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them with others’ strengths; from trying to resolve differences 
between churches to learning from them. It searches for realistic 
ways for ecumenical progress, moving away from producing 
similar agreed statements that “churches would keep at arm’s 
length”66 to one whose contents could affect their real-life 
situations practically and positively.

However, this newness is questionable as “learning…
reception,”67 and “re-reception”68 were strategies of former 
phases. In his work, “The Reception of ARCIC I and II in Europe 
and Discerning the Strategy and Agenda for ARCIC III,” Paul 
Murray agreed that these methods “have been highly influential 
in shaping the work of other bilateral ecumenical dialogues.”69 
But he argued that ARCIC III requires a fresh strategic approach 
to “ecumenical, contextual challenges”70 different from those 
of former ARCIC phases. In another work, “ARCIC III: 
Recognizing the Need for an Ecumenical Gear Change,” he 
articulated four strategies of the theological methods: clarifying 
misunderstandings; acknowledging shortcomings; exploring 
conceptual understandings; and commitment to change of 
language and emphasis.”71 These methods paved the way for 
overcoming differences, regarding them as “more apparent than 
real…as legitimately diverse ways of articulating same areas of 
Christian truth.”72 Through clear and effective teaching, Churches 
now understand and express themselves clearly. 

Although the usefulness and key roles of former methods 
continue to re-echo, Murray argued that they were rather limited 
as they remained theological clarifications, conviction, and 
explication strategies, lacking the necessary deeper conversion 
attainable through “self-criticism and attentive hospitality to 
the truth of the other tradition…”73 So, Murray contended for 
“something more, a third way, and the only route possible”74 to 
move forward.  For Murray, this way is “that of prayer…grace-
filled learning of how each is called to grow to a new place where 
new things become possible.”75 This way of learning, which 
possibly leads to continual growth, renewal and conversion, 
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is accessible through “explicit ecclesial self-critique,”76 an 
exceptional and unique tool for cracking the hard nut.77

Granted its possibility of paving the way forward, I disagree 
with Paul Murray’s usage of “only route possible” for RE as a 
method. Here he overstated the importance of RE. This usage 
portrays some kind of personal conceptual and contextual 
superiority. It also suggests finality, tending to block further 
possibilities for new discoveries and the dynamism of time. It 
suffices to have potential possibilities, but may not be the only 
way. Being the only way possible contradicts the pilgrimage 
dynamics of ARCIC, and the new possibilities which pilgrimages 
offer to pilgrims. Furthermore, considering the nature of the more 
difficult issues at hand between the RCC and AC, there may be 
chances of contextual irrelevance despite its seeming possibility.  

Challenges
Because of its self-critical and inward nature, involving 

change and learning, RE faces some challenges which must be 
considered. One major challenge is the difficulty in embracing 
the openness to change for fear that this might involve change of 
cherished beliefs, doctrines, liturgical and sacramental practices. 
For most churches, these form the theological basis for ecclesial 
life and practice and must remain untouched. 

Another challenge is the fear of losing ecclesial identity.  
Churches may feel that receptive learning would mean a gradual 
emptying of who they are and what they have. In fact, receptive 
learning keeps dialogue partners “at a crossroads.”78 Incidentally, 
different stages of crossroads are evident for consideration. In 
the case of ARCIC III, reception of Walking Together at the local 
context of dialogue partners is the first concern. Others range 
from devising adequate language of presentation to the reality 
of addressing the challenges of explicit ecclesial self-critique. 
These include frankness in identifying ecclesial weakness and 
courage to ask for learning. Churches also need to grapple with 
criticisms from liberalists and conservatives among them.
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Gerard Kelly recorded four key challenges to expect in 
adopting RE project. It is counter-intuitive, resistant to change, 
reluctant to approach other churches and ask for learning, and 
has a wide range and scope.  This counter-intuitive nature 
challenges RE as moving against the current, out of the ordinary, 
and reversing the normal ecumenical bearings.79 However, the 
positive side of this reversal lies in RE’s relation to the Gospel 
‘Beatitudes’ of Matthew 5:3-11 and Luke 6: 17-26. The Beatitudes 
embody ‘attitudes of being,’ rather than ‘doing’ in difficult daily 
experiences. Therefore, far from counter-intuition, RE portrays 
an attitude of ‘being with Christ,’ deep within and ‘listening to 
what the spirit is saying to the churches’80 (Rev. 2:29; 3:6, 13; 
4:22).

Resistance to change, both from church leaders to the local 
people is another challenge that could hinder ecclesial learning. 
Reasons for resistance could be intolerance and indifference 
(owing to the difficult nature of RE’s inverted focus), ignorance 
and identity issues. 

Possibilities of Receptive Ecumenism in other Ecumenical 
Engagements

The possibility of RE in other ecumenical engagements is 
evident in the level of love and friendship which had existed 
between churches. Improved ecumenical relations and ecclesial 
understanding is a ‘greenlight,’ and could have prepared the way 
for the development of RE. The ecumenical movement and RE 
are dependent on each other.  Aside ARCIC III, other bilateral, 
trilateral and multilateral dialogues within the ecumenical 
movement have initiatives and models for receptive ecumenical 
learning. These are inherent both in their methods and related 
terms that constitute major foci for RE. Prior to the development 
of RE project, tenets of mutual ecclesial learning are already 
implicit in the ecumenical movement. This offers hope for RE’s 
flourishing within the ecumenical movement and vice versa. 
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Some instances are necessary.
The ‘differentiated consensus,’ approach of Lutheran-Roman 

Catholic dialogue produced the 1999 Joint Declaration on the 
Doctrine of Justification. Also, their common Reformation 
commemoration report offered some ecumenical imperatives 
related to the qualities of RE viz positivity, openness, mutual 
renewal and transformation, perseverance-enhanced learning, 
commitment to unity through ethical values, and dependence on 
the Holy Spirit.81 The final report of the International Methodist-
Catholic Dialogue, focused recognizing elements of ‘the Church’ 
in the other which could be offered and received in the exchange 
of gifts.82 Donald Bolen explained further that the Seoul Report 
went beyond mutual recognition by adding three steps which 
served as models for ecumenical receptive learning.83 First, they 
reached considerable agreement regarding ecclesial nature and 
mission. Second, they acknowledged authentic elements of 
Christ, and third, recognized other spiritual gifts that are more 
prominent in each other’s endowments that could be received in 
a mutual exchange,”84 It is evident that these forty years’ dialogue 
paved the way for the tenets of RE. 

The possibility of RE in multilateral dialogue concerns its 
relationship with the WCC Faith and Order Commission (FOC). 
The third World Conference of Faith and Order Commission, 
Lund, 1952 recorded significant changes as member churches 
moved from comparing each other to going back to study the 
scriptures together. The conference0 recorded the “degree of 
mutual understanding now reached…and calls on all Christians 
to throw off their apathy…and to be ready to receive what God is 
waiting to give us.”85

Nonetheless, RE’s approach could be easier for bilateral and 
trilateral dialogues where each church receives and learns from 
one or two churches. A multilateral context faces challenges of 
sifting between complicated receptive learning options, takes 
much longer time than the far-reaching RE strategy, and makes 
discernment difficult.
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However, the positive and objective stances of RE, its spiritual 
and affective dimensions, and the theological background of FOC 
are potentials for a balanced relationship between them. Sharing 
the same theological platform of communion ecclesiology, the 
FOC takes the path of theological study while RE takes that of 
practical dialogue. This combination of theory and practice shows 
how compatible they could be as they complement each other 
en route to full communion. The FOC, being a long-standing 
ecumenical instrument, could help RE as a reference point and 
platform for ecumenical orientation and inspiration.

RE has great potentials for ecclesial renewal and ecumenical 
vitality. Its interior drive and focus places the churches on an 
on-going pedestal of Spiritual ecumenism. As an ecumenism of 
hope and humility, it promises values that could overcome its 
likely challenges.  Reflections around its dynamism show that 
RE offers renewed optimism that the ecumenical movement is 
gaining a fresh vitality to continue forward. With this self-critical 
tool, church could live in the face of differences and navigate 
through the roadblock to visible ecclesial unity.

Added to the practical dimension, RE emphasizes the spiritual 
side of ecumenical practice by taking the ecumenical movement 
along the path of ecclesial conversion for the purpose of renewal. 
Thus, it releases new potentials and offers an ecumenical strategy 
for managing some critical ecumenical challenges. By proposing 
this new way forward, RE calls the ecumenical movement to 
return to its spiritual roots.

Hence, this work argues that RE is an ecumenical disposition 
and attitude.  It disposes churches to develop positive attitudes 
towards their differences, and to cultivate values for their 
basic ecclesial needs. RE’s journey inside out re-motivates, re-
energizes and re-directs ecclesial ecumenical enthusiasm. It is 
a disposition, with patience and courage, to take the rough path 
and the road less traveled. It is a disposition of stooping low in 
humility to address ecclesial tensions in the face of the other. 
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RE’s conversion process disposes churches to take the Gospel 
imperatives seriously, to cultivate the positive ‘attitudes’ of the 
Beatitudes, and emulate Christ in his humble kenosis. In this self-
emptying, they die to ecclesial superiority, self-sufficiency and 
criticism of the other, and rise up to ecclesial dignity, growth, 
development and renewal.  

Conclusion
This article has examined RE’s application in the Third 

Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission Agreed 
Statement, Walking Together, and its possibilities to ecumenical 
dialogue.  RE emerged as an alternative ecumenical strategy with 
virtual, spiritual and practical potentials to address ecumenical 
disappointments. With explicit self-critique, RE takes the humble 
but hopeful path of ecclesial receptive learning, to discover areas 
of internal weakness and tension, and considers the prospects 
of helping them with the strengths of the other. The Holy Spirit 
assists the churches in this difficult inward journey. This is what 
ARCIC III did in Walking Together. We evaluated this document, 
criticized RE as a new approach, considered its possible 
challenges, and explored its prospects for other ecumenical 
dialogues. Findings reveal its relevance to the ecumenical 
movement, and an interdependent relationship between them as 
each complements the other. 
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