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PRECIS

Ecumenical dialogues often appear to be stalled by the inability of churches to make necessary transition from consensus to reception. This essay delves into the problematics of reception, addresses the key obstacles to ecumenical reception, and identifies openness as a necessary criterion for making the transition to reception. It represents an attempt to deepen the narrow idea of openness toward the ecumenical other by reconceptualizing openness as a form of spirituality, one that is essential for ecumenical fruitfulness.
Introduction

How can one possibly receive without the capacity to receive? How can I possibly welcome a neighbor into my home without opening my doors? Simplistic as these questions might sound, the fact remains that openness is the precondition for reception. That is, the possibility of receiving another or being received by another is not guaranteed without openness.

Reception, following a long tradition of reflection in the history of philosophy, can be variously understood as associated with such concepts as friendship, hospitality, encounter, or the response to “otherness.” Instances of this could be seen in Homer’s “guest-friend,”
 Aristotle’s friendship of the good,
 the political friendship of Cicero,
 or even Augustine’s spiritual friendship.
 More recently, the Jewish philosopher Emmanuel Levinas provided a detailed theory of friendship that respects both otherness and encounter. In this encounter, Levinas argued that the “Face of the Other” compels me to respond with “responsibility” toward the Other.
 In fact, this radical form of openness and reception of the Other is what defines me as a human person. Likewise, in ecumenical dialogue, responsibility toward each other requires a sustained practice of reception of dialogue results.

In order to illustrate what I mean by a sustained practice of reception, I would like to look at what I call its precondition, that is, openness. It is important to understand that the two cannot be understood apart from each other: Reception and openness are intertwined. For a guest-friend in Homeric Greek culture to be received into one’s home or inner rooms, for example, the outer door must itself be open so that one gains easy access to the intimacy of friendship. Similarly, to engage in a form of Ciceronian political friendship—to receive and to be received—one must remain open to the possibilities of political society, and the norms of a social context. Moreover, in Augustine’s spiritual friendship, the Holy Spirit opens the hearts for the reception and bond of friendship to occur.

In exploring the connection between openness and reception, from an ecumenical context, my aim is to investigate how openness bridges the gap between reception and consensus. To do this, I shall examine the concept of “spirituality of openness” and how it functions within ecumenical reception; investigate three critical issues that impede ecumenical reception, which imply either total or partial absence of openness as such; and illustrate how this attitude of openness may be realized practically in the praxis of communal participation and friendship.
I. The Spirituality of Openness as a Capacity to Receive

The link between openness and reception is seen in the fact that reception is hardly imagined as possible without an accompanying openness. In whatever form reception takes, there is a presupposition of acceptability, that is, the ability to accept what is to be received. In ecumenical reception, whether of a dialogue partner or of the results of dialogue, openness remains a precondition. Where this openness is lacking, reception may likely be hindered, but, where openness becomes an attitude, reception is greatly facilitated.

As a form of spirituality, openness seems to indicate a particular form of understanding and disposition. In particular, by associating openness with spirituality, one indicates that such spiritual openness is not a certain form of passivity but, rather, an active disposition. Openness as used here is closer to the thoughts of the Canadian philosopher Nikolas Kompridis, who has argued that the capacity of a human agent to receive is made possible by the reality of an active openness. This openness should be seen as “inseparable from the activity of reason, internal to successful learning.”
 Kompridis also found such an active and reflective sense of openness in the works of Emerson, Heidegger, Adorno, and Cavell. It constitutes a form of engagement rather than a passive state of being.

Thus, the spirituality of openness could be seen as a specific disposition of being ready to receive, to accept, to understand, to recognize, to welcome, and to engage with that which is outside of oneself. When this capacity is nurtured, it becomes a habit (habitus), a garment of life, an attitude. Understanding openness as a form of spirituality underscores the importance of reception in ecumenical discourse: Why talk about openness again prior to reception? Is the dialogue that precedes reception not indicative of an original openness? It is clear that at most times reception does not follow every dialogical consensus. The reason for this failure is perhaps because the original openness is never sustained. It could also be that some barriers, as will be outlined below, are yet to be overcome. However, sustaining the original openness that created room for dialogue points to a spirituality of openness.

Hence, continuity is the key to developing the spirituality of openness. It is not a “one-time” affair but, rather, a result of a sustained capacity. One might ask if this sustained capacity is not liable to an eternal regress. In other words, is it not possible for one to get stuck in a possible circular movement? It remains purposeful because the capacity is fulfilled each moment by that which is constantly received. In this sense, we can agree that only a sustained attitude of openness can guarantee dialogue in the first instance, in which case the reception of dialogue results is followed by continuous cycles of dialogues and receptions of results. Therefore, it affects every level of ecumenical encounter and could be considered fundamental to the success of every dialogue, especially ecumenical dialogue.
A. Reception as an Essential Element in the Life of the Church

For the church to survive, it must be open “to receive” and “to hand on.” The Vatican II Fathers, while reflecting on scripture and tradition as sustaining the life of the church, talked about the Apostles’ “handing on what they had received.”
 Reception and “handing on” constitute a cycle that sustains the life of the church through history. Christ commissioned the Apostles with the words, “Receive the Holy Spirit” (Lábete pneûma ágion, Jn. 20:22) for the sake of mission. Also at Pentecost, the Apostles received the Holy Spirit and were “filled” with the power to proclaim the gospel (Acts 2:4). Being “filled” indicates openness to receive or to accept, as it indicates reception itself.

Reception, in both Greek (lambano) and Latin (recipio, accipio) lexicons, generally means to receive or to accept. Both Latin “accipio” and its relation to “recipio” are derived from “capio,” which seems to refer to the hand—“to take in hand, take hold of, lay hold of, take, seize, grasp” or “[t]o take into possession, take captive, seize, make prisoner,” but it can also mean “[t]o take in, receive, hold, contain, be large enough for.”
 According to the renowned ecumenist, Günther Gassmann, reception historically indicates “the acceptance of particular ecclesiastical or conciliar decisions by local churches within the one Church of Christ.”
 It is not exactly clear what is meant by the one “one Church of Christ” in this context; however, within current ecumenical relations, reception has come to mean the acceptance of agreed results of dialogue by the churches involved.

Gassmann argued for a broader concept of reception by referring to biblical evidence. He contended that, from the study of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures, we come to four realizations: (1) that, to a considerable degree, the entire corpus of the Bible is received as the end product of an earlier tradition that was predominantly oral;
 (2) that there are multiple illustrations of reception in the Bible (Mk. 4:20, 10:15; Jn. 20:22; Acts 8:14, 11:1, 17:11; 1 Cor. 15:1; Rom. 1:5; 1 Pet. 4:10); in the Second Testament, for instance, reception is often indicated by terms such as “lambanein” (to accept, to take, to get), “dechomai” (to receive, to accept, to agree, to allow), and similar terms such as “apolambanein,” “apodechesthai,” “doché,” “apodoché,” and so on;
 (3) that the biblical canon could be regarded as the form in which the church received the Bible; and (4) that kerygma and exegesis (as proclamation of the scripture and interpretation of its content and contexts) are ways through which the Bible is continuously re-received throughout history.


That we have received the gospel message today is indicative of the continual process of reception throughout the history of the church. Thus, the entire idea of spirituality of openness means that the church’s fidelity to being continually open to the Holy Spirit guarantees the transfer of the faith from generation to generation. What is more interesting is dialogue with the scripture as indicated in Gassmann’s fourth observation. Scriptural interpretation is a form of dialogue with the Word of God with the intention of understanding the content and relating it to the concrete lives of believers. As long as it happens within the church, the result of such dialogue is to be received as well. This is seen in the series of councils in the history of the church that have shaped the understanding of faith even today. With the emergence of ecumenical dialogue, following the church’s divisions, this dialogue continues to occur both within and outside of each ecclesial community, at all levels.
B. The Spirituality of Openness in Ecumenical Dialogue

As already indicated above, the spirituality of openness should exist at every area of dialogue if reception is to be maintained. It should exist not only at the horizontal level of the different churches that came to an ecumenical consensus on a doctrinal matter, as seen in their ready disposition to implement the results. It is also and perhaps more importantly necessary for such a spirituality to exist within the innerecclesial life of the individual churches involved in the consensus. This openness should be evident in the disposition of the relevant structures of life within the church to receive this result in its different dimensions, in the liturgy, teaching, and devotional practices of the faithful. This idea could be seen already in Cardinal Johannes Willebrands’s insightful description of ecumenical reception:
Reception therefore involves the kerygma, the didache, and the praxis pietatis. Inasmuch as the entire People of God partakes in the search for and the unfolding of the truth of God’s word, all the charisms and services are involved according to their station: the theologians by means of their research activities, the faithful by means of their preserving fidelity and piety, the ecclesial ministries and especially the college of bishops with its function of making binding decisions. One can also say that ministry and charism, proclamation and theology, magisterial ministry and sense of faith of the People, all act together in the reception process. The Church and all her members are therefore involved in a learning process that by its very nature is not exclusively concerned with theological documents, but also considers developments in the domains of liturgy, pastoral care, canon law, discipline, forms of piety, etc.


The element of the all-inclusive participation of the entire people of God is indicated herein. Reception at this level is no longer the problem of the church representatives at the table of dialogue but involves everybody, and the primary concern is to welcome the result in the life of the church in such a way that it aligns with the already conscious mechanism of intraecclesial renewal (ecclesia semper reformanda).

The intensified disposition at this level presupposes a predisposition that makes possible positive feedback from the church hierarchies during a specific dialogue. Without such a predisposition, which in itself represents a fundamental reception, dialogue can hardly succeed. This further implies that the spirituality of openness should be cultivated within churches as a minimal, yet fundamental, process of reception. It is a form of internal reception that is not closed in itself but remains relevant not only for reception ad extra but also for the ever-needed inner renewal of ecclesial life. The spirituality of openness ensures that the process of on-going reception is put in place in the life of a particular church even when official dialogues have been concluded. William Rusch, while alluding to this spirit of openness, remarked, “Official reception should open the possibility of further steps and have its influence in other situations or later generations.”
 Thus, the spirit of openness guarantees reception as a transgenerational project.

The spirituality of openness within the ecclesial community is a sign of healing. It shows the attitude of recovery from the bitter wounds of separation, as well as the disposition to embrace the other. In a similar way, it also gives ecumenical experts the courage to continue dialogue, even when the results of dialogue are not being manifest as speedily as they desire. Sometimes, unity occurs not in an official manner but by means of a subtlety in the conditions for unity, which, having permeated Christian communities over time, signal an informal success of ecumenism. In yet another light, unity points to an admission of a lack of self-sufficiency of a particular church that saves it from taking a triumphalist attitude toward others. For instance, the Roman Catholic Church, despite its claims to fidelity in preserving the essential elements of Christ’s church,
 does not claim to be totally self-sufficient. William Henn illustrated this, when he wrote:
Vatican II's doctrine that the Church of Christ “subsists in” the Catholic Church, while affirming such indefectible preservation of all the essential elements of Christ's Church in the Catholic Church, by no means intends to claim that the Catholic Church is or ever has been the perfect or completely adequate realization of all that God's people is intended to be. A crucial and perhaps decisive step in the process of ecumenical reception will occur only when each and every Christian community humbly recognizes that it has something to receive from the others, when each one seeks to learn from the other.


The implication here is that ecumenism and reception call for humility, learning, and mutual respect by each church from and for one another. This is what Henn referred to as the “receivability” of ecumenical documents (as the object) and the “receptivity” of the People of God (as the subject).
 “Receivability” as a criterion of reception examines whether dialogue results contain contradictory positions of the dialogue partners. Where the content of dialogue consists of contradictions, reception is stalled.
 Other factors such as lack of trust, absence of genuine interest, as well as dissatisfaction with the process of dialogue can also affect receivability. “Receptivity” is a demand for “balance” in receiving dialogue results. At the official level, churches ought to be critical receivers, neither insisting on having their way all the time nor being passive receivers of every dialogue result.


Reception here should happen not only with “openness to enrichment and the overcoming of onesidedness,” but also without “a repudiation of one’s own past.”
 This implies that one must be capable of learning from one’s history and tradition, a condition without which there can be no reception. Any ecumenical document that does not pass this test might be considered meaningless. Thus, reception and learning become ecclesiologically intertwined elements that are by no means mutually exclusive. This mutual enrichment then becomes a way of taking flight from what Gérard Siegwalt called “the theology of delimitation”
 that prevents the Roman Catholic Church (as well as any other church) from realizing its catholic character. Theology of delimitation focuses on erecting borders around the church’s life and teachings, thereby restricting its universal nature. According to Siegwalt, the theology of delimitation operates where a church considers itself to be self-sufficient and thereby is not open or inclusive in its understanding of faith and reality.


From the foregoing, it becomes clear that ecumenical reception is not a problem-free process, but there are challenges that necessarily stand in its way. In most if not all cases, these challenges seem to arise from hesitancy to a proper attitude or posture of openness toward the other. Addressing such fundamental problems aims to facilitate the process of reception and, consequently, to bring about the goals of ecumenism more fruitfully.
II. Critical Issues to Be Considered in Ecumenical Reception

Reception of ecumenical results cannot be realized outside the boundaries of Christian affiliation. Reception takes place within the confines of Christian community, notwithstanding their divided states. In arguing for reception, one fundamentally engages with human beings and their associations, not just with some inanimate objects or robotic beings. Every division happened within a historical context (or even created one) in which human beings are the major players. This history carries the load of collective memory, which sometimes is filled with hate, resentment, bitterness, pride, arrogance, and so on, which unfortunately is passed down from one generation to the next. What happens is that sometimes the original situation or issues are modified over time for the sake of enjoying the new-found autonomy. Some individuals assert themselves in a triumphalistic manner in a bid to denigrate others. Unfortunately, one could find traces of such attitudes in Christian churches even as the call to unity is constantly made. However, it is important to note that these are human elements that ought to be understood properly. Symptomatic of the lack of openness, they constitute barriers to reception. However, they ought to be handled carefully lest they ossify the resistance to any progress in ecumenical dialogue.

I have tried to identify three such barriers, namely, the psychological factor, the sociopolitical factor, and the factor of irreducible differences. A look at these barriers that impede openness confronts us with the reality of their active presence in the churches and indicates how they impede ecumenical reception. As such, getting over them implies at once opening the door to fruitful ecumenical reception.
A. The Psychological Factors of Inhibition

The psychological obstacles to ecumenical reception originate mainly from mixed interpretations of concepts such as community and identity. Individual churches that enter into ecumenical dialogue are impressed with the sense of community, understood primarily as that religious space in which their faith and religious knowledge are nurtured. Their identification with this community over time greatly impresses their individual identities, so that any injury done to one invariably affects the other. Thus, the mode of identification is no longer that of a distancing, such as “I belong to the Roman Catholic Church,” or “I belong to the Anglican Communion,” or that of a more universal identity, such as “I am a Christian,” but that of a more specific identification: “I am a Baptist,” “I am a Lutheran,” “I am a Pentecostal,” etc. These ecclesial affiliations come to the table of Christian ecumenical dialogue without losing their identities. When dialogue is approached from the standpoint of such rigid configurations of identity, there is always a latent hesitancy to receive from the other. This hesitation is built upon the psychological factor of fear—fear of losing one’s identity or of having it “corrupted” by what is received. There is a fear that one’s identity might never be recoverable in the face of change.

Jeffrey Alan Gray classified the fear of change, of novelty, as one of the five observable stimuli of fear that psychologists have discovered. Others include the stimuli of intensity, “special evolutionary dangers,” social interaction, and stimuli of conditioned fear.
 Fear in this context is understood as the fear to face the scandal of Christian division and the lack of courage to effect the needed change that the program of ecumenical dialogue and reception is all about. This fear of change often overlooks the dynamism that the gospel presents in itself, as well as its challenge to unity.


The historical settings have both occasioned the fear and serve as the reasons to transcend them as well. In the first instance, the history of the parting of ways between Catholics and Lutherans, between Presbyterians and Reformed churches, between Methodists and Anglicans have often generated the feeling of having justifiable reasons for separation by each church. Thus, when those at the dialogue table overcome this historically imposed fear to arrive at an agreement and present the results, ordinary church members still grapple with the effect of history in the face of these dialogue results. Whenever there is call for reception of the results of ecumenical dialogue, some Christians in the divides reenact the idea of being dominated again when they are forced to agree with “enemies” or feel they are subjected to rejected heresies. This psychological factor prevents them from judging the results objectively in light of the scripture. They encounter the results with a prejudgment that is a consequence of bias and prejudices against one another. As such, there is a lack of sufficient trust.

Where trust is lacking, ecumenical dialogue and reception are in jeopardy. Trust is an important stimulus for openness to the other. Thus, in an ecumenical setting it is necessary that sufficient trust be established. Trust ought to begin with ecumenical leaders, who must be trustworthy and should be perceived as such by members of their congregations. They should set the example of objectivity and lack of self-interest in the pursuit of Christian unity. In the words of Diane Kessler and Michael Kinnamon, church leaders should avoid any “temptation to manipulate a process, and they must challenge others who have the tendency to do so.”
 The building of trust is not something that should be seen as already done once Christians gather at the table of dialogue. Rather, trust-building is a continuous process among the churches. Education in church history must therefore not be prejudicial in its presentation, and it must be done in light of efforts in ecumenical dialogue since the twentieth century. This is one of the means of preparing members of each church psychologically to receive the results of ecumenical dialogue.

The institutionalized division in Christianity has provided the churches with the psychological arsenals to unconsciously oppose unity. The endured conflicts, loss, suppression, and trauma of many years affect the relationship of churches among themselves, which “bespeaks a reluctance on the part of divided churches as they go deeper into dialogue.”
 Their sensitivities are triggered more as they delve into the very “consequent reality of loss, through processes of ecumenical learning, rituals of repentance and lamentation . . ., and through pastoral cooperation.”
 The result is a certain feeling of loss of identity that struggles to edge others out in anything that would bring communality. However, as individual persons are not isolated beings, so also the societies in which they find themselves are not isolated from each other, whether cultural, political, or religious. The dialectics of autonomy and reciprocity define their continuous existence and control their sphere of meaning and identity. The churches, as a society of individuals, operate on this same principle both internally and externally. Any attempt to close in on oneself would create some form of fixation. In this sense, churches can become fixated when they remain closed as a result of a historically occasioned tension.

The better courses to follow is to do a healthy self-assessment and to open up to “the other.” This demands that leaders of particular churches engage in building relationships and communication with others. Evidently, it is certain that “[i]n sponsoring opportunities for people to meet and learn together, church leaders can open the way to more truthful evaluations of their own and other’s traditions, to reconciling memories and healing histories.”
 This is a sure way of creatively turning the historical loss and trauma into an ecumenical gain. It is a path toward the discovery of an authentic identity, which turns the loss into a blessing. In ecumenism today, this process takes the form of ecumenical learning, which is a process of healing, enrichment, and attaining fullness through reception. It is a process of ecclesial growth in self-understanding and ecumenical maturity. Once the psychoanalytic factor is overcome, the other inhibiting factors are better handled.
B. Sociological and Ecclesial Restraints 

There are certain factors that exercise restraint upon ecumenical reception in the church from the sociological point of view. The temporal and historical dimension of the church’s existence makes it vulnerable to sociological and political factors. These factors have largely contributed to the divisions within Christianity, and they occur when the human element is over-played at the expense of the supernatural dimension of the church’s identity, when the institutional face of the church tends to becloud its spiritual identity.

Within the Roman Catholic Church, the organizational structure of the institutional church constitutes an inhibition in itself to ecumenical learning. This is defined by Peter McGrail as “the international frame of reference within which the Catholic community operates.”
 McGrail further noted that, together, a sense of “a broader identity and of responsibility to systems of power and authority beyond the national level exercise a powerful pull away from a sustained learning partnership at local and ecumenical levels.”
 What this implies is that in the field of ecumenical dialogue and reception, “the weight of the Roman Catholic community’s traditional social configuration retains a powerful emotive pull that risks drawing it back into seeking solutions entirely framed in terms of its own discourses.”
 This sociological factor is perceived by some as inversely helping the Catholic Church to recoil into its security.

The agitation to step away from such purported security cannot overlook the value that it offers to the identity of a church member. The apparently homogenous structure of the Catholic Church institution worldwide remains a source of comfort and spiritual satisfaction not only to Catholics within a particular region but also to all Catholics. This makes it easy for any Catholic to fit into the life of the worshiping community wherever he or she finds him  or herself. The fact that this is part of the Catholic tradition, into which every Catholic is born or groomed, makes it an identity marker. The question is: How does this institutional structure obstruct reception? In what ways are the particular churches inhibited by the international organizational framework of the church from acting in favor of ecumenical reception at the national levels? If the sociological barrier is concretely evident in a particular nation, and so needs to be addressed, would there be any foreseeable negative impact on the internal unity of the particular church? In other words, how central is this particular sociological factor? What type of reception are we talking about here? Can this ecclesial structure be employed in the service of ecumenical reception? An experienced ecumenist, W. A. Visser’t Hooft seems to have agreed. In his words:
I understand the impatience of those who think that the present church-structures are an obstacle to that progress towards unity which we must have, in order to accomplish our task in the world. But the conclusion that must be drawn from this situation is not that one should go ahead without the Churches. It is rather that we should redouble our efforts to adapt those structures so that they are able to promote unity.


The sociological factor, insofar as it has to do with the institutional church, has its concomitant political elements. This political tendency is often seen in the divided voices in the church, between those who are liberal in perspective and so are ready to welcome change (even when it implies a radical discontinuity from ecclesial tradition) and the conservatives who argue for unmitigated fidelity to tradition. The tension created by this internal division could create a stumbling block for the reception of ecumenical results. This is not unconnected with the other factors. Thomas Reese, in a most radical and somewhat pessimistic manner, has articulated this sociopolitical tension in an essay titled “Organizational Factors Inhibiting Receptive Catholic Ecumenism.” Taking his bearing from the Catholic Church in the United States, with a little universal stretch, he traces this sociopolitical barrier from the Catholics in the pews to the bureaucratic structures in the Vatican.
 His “impatience,” however, does not take into proper account the fact that a needlessly hasty action could in fact be counterproductive. The entire phenomenon of ecumenism does not begin and end at the academic tables of the theologians; it is not a mere intellectual work. This tension is not peculiar to the Catholic Church; it exists in other denominations as well, often leading to bitter divisions.

As a human phenomenon, one would not expect the political elements in the church to vanish, even in the case of ecumenism. It is the work of the clergy, especially the hierarchies, to find a way to use this internal politics in the service of unity. It is part of their duty to monitor the rhythm of the political life of the church and find appealing ways to get the message across. Part of the means is the existing social structure in the church, which is well- designed for effective reception, both horizontally and vertically. At least, the often-forgotten level of Basic Ecclesial Communities
 should be integrated for effective reception. It must be noted that, even without the effort of the theologians, ecumenical cooperation has already been happening at the parish/community level.

From the political angle, there is also the problem of national or state churches. Here, the political landscape of the state could affect, not just the reception of ecumenical results but also the ecumenical relationship and dialogue with other churches. Diplomatic relations of the state control the church relationship with others, and the state’s will unarms the church. This is very problematic, since the particular church is subjected to the whims and caprices of secular political institutions. Since the church does not exist in a vacuum, it is affected by the social and political affairs in the society, especially where the church is still attached to the state. Again, the fact that Christians form part of the social and political environment also makes political and social issues impact the church. Pieter Coertzen, with South African Christians as a classical example, articulated the dialectics of the relationship between the church and the political institution that challenges the public witness of the church.


The primary mission of witnessing to the gospel should restrain the church from falling into the problem of perceiving itself under the binoculars of the state.
 The church must not allow itself to fit into the scheme already designed by the state so as not to compromise the collective identity of Christians. This does not imply being in perpetual conflict with the state but, rather, ensuring the maintenance of an attitude of freedom in witnessing publicly to the gospel. Where such is lacking, then ecumenism and ecumenical reception would be adversely affected, since Christians would find themselves at different polarities for politically motivated reasons.


Aylward Shorter, in an article published in 1982 that still holds value for the present situation, paid attention to the sociopolitical inhibitions to ecumenism and reception in Africa from the perspective of the effects of colonialism and present-day neocolonialism. The missionaries, who were already divided, planted churches that today struggle to outwit each other even in the political sphere. As such, church affiliation became such a powerful tool in the social life of Christians that even new ecclesial movements joined the fray. Unfortunately, Christian divisions have been made to “serve many kinds of personal or group self-interest in a time of development and organizational change.”
 Securing jobs and getting political approval in some instances depend on one’s denomination. Such a divisive attitude blocks ecumenical reception even in the simple areas of social interaction and can only be stopped by “a conscientious and consistent policy of disregarding church affiliation in education, employment and the public service.”
 This should be done by the authorities of the member-churches engaged in ecumenical dialogue.
C. The Problem of Irreducible Differences

Among all elements to be considered in ecumenical dialogue, there are some which appear to be nonnegotiable areas. These are differences that depict the uniqueness of each church. Each particular church feels a certain loss of identity when such areas are trampled upon. Ecumenical dialogue is therefore particularly sensitive to the concept of “unity in diversity” and also would not subscribe to any form of proselytism. This does not imply the prohibition of evangelization even toward fellow Christians of other churches, but it is a condemnation of (negative) proselytizing, which includes “whatever violates the right of the human person to be free from external coercion in the proclamation of the gospel and in religion in general.”
 This would imply any form of force or material inducement aimed at winning the other Christian over to one’s church in such a way that his or her freedom is vitiated.

In the on-going ecumenical dialogue, there have been areas that pose serious difficulty for each particular church, and there are other areas wherein mutual understanding is considered. Central to all of these is the eucharist. Basically, the eucharist stands at the center of the possibility and impossibility of full communion. In fact, the controversy surrounding the eucharist is already reflected in the Gospel of John (6:35–67). While almost all churches and “ecclesial communions” celebrate the eucharist, some find it hard to celebrate it together. Expressing this frustration, the Disciples of Christ-Roman Catholic International Commission for Dialogue, in their joint document states that, “precisely because the celebration of the Eucharist is the climax of the Church’s life, disunity among Christians is felt most keenly at the Eucharist; and their inability to celebrate the Lord’s Supper together makes them less able to manifest the full catholicity of the Church.”
 The reason is because of the different perspective in the understanding of the Eucharist. The sacramental “memorial” (anamnesis), the invocation of the Holy Spirit (epiklesis), the concept of transubstantiation, and the real presence (body, soul, and divinity) of Christ in the eucharist have remained central issues in ecumenical dialogue on the eucharist.


There are yet other issues of moral cum theological substance that are at the center of division among the churches. These include, for example, the question of apostolic succession and the Petrine office, the ordination of women and LGBT clergy, and issues of abortion and contraception. Some individuals may see some of these problems as resolvable in the future. However, examples of catastrophic divisions that have happened in some churches that changed their laws concerning some of these issues have deterred others from sacrificing their internal unity for the benefit of ecumenical unity. It must be noted that, where internal unity is threatened, ecumenical unity becomes more elusive. While the central tenets of the faith cannot be sacrificed under the guise of “ecumenical sensitivity,” I maintain that it does not in any way stand against openness toward others, but how can this openness come about in the first place? How can it be sustained in order to guarantee constant reception? These questions demand practical answers.
III. Toward the Praxis of Openness through Participation and Friendship

Openness needs to be cultivated. There ought to be an entry point to the spirituality of openness, by which I mean the concrete practical things that need to be done to ensure openness. To talk about openness as openness might sound a bit abstract, just as talking about spirituality as spirituality does. To talk about spirituality as a life that is oriented toward the experience of the Holy Spirit is very conceptual. It can begin to make sense only when one is  led into the practices that make such an experience possible. Whether it is prayer or meditation or contemplation, a gradual introduction into the praxis makes it meaningful. With constant practice comes the habitus and the pursuit of perfection as well. So, also, openness as a specific form of spirituality has to connect with some form of praxis.

As praxis, openness is not only an act of offering the other a space to flourish. It also involves the elimination of the barriers to mutual flourishing. These barriers, as identified above, act against reception and obstruct openness. They constitute what Stan Chu Ilo summed up as “biases that impose unintended limitations on encountering the other with mutual respect and reciprocity.”
 Where openness is established, reception and reciprocity flourish. Ilo’s articulation of openness goes beyond the elimination of prejudices to involve “learning from one another and . . . participating in constructing meaning and our futures together through resources from various denominations and faith groups.”
 In this way, it already anticipates the consequence of the spirituality of openness that is defended in this essay.

Interestingly, Ilo offers something practical in his reflection that is contextualized in the African church. His intercultural hermeneutics of friendship and participation provides the needed praxis to sustain a spirituality of openness. His vision of participation and friendship is rooted in the trinitarian life of communion to which all humans are called. Sharing in the life of God means sharing in the life of communion of the Trinity—a communion in communion. This sharing in the life of God is made possible by Christ who “gives us access” and the Holy Spirit who leads us “to share in the inner life of the Trinity”
 (see Jn. 15:26; Rom. 8:26; 1 Cor. 2:10). What is critical in Ilo’s analysis is the concept of life (vital union, vital bond) that affords a common participation by men and women.

This participation resonates in the African philosophy of Ubuntu, which recaptures the fundamental relationship that exists among all created realities. All are interconnected, sometimes in the form of a complex network of relationships. Thus, it is about a sharing, a participation that is both communal and personal. Most essentially, it is existential. Ilo illustrates thus: “We are through other people; I am related therefore I am; I am loved therefore I exist; I exist in order to participate in community, and I am nothing if I am not in community and friendship with others—nature and humans (living, dead, and those not yet born).”


The intrinsic nature of this participation implies that we ought to understand ourselves as existentially open to one another. Scriptural evidence attests to this openness in the very idea of reception. Reception as “the movement from God to human beings” thus “constitutes a basic structure of personal and corporate faith.”
 That believers are able to receive and accept God’s salvation in Christ is made possible by the Holy Spirit. It is the Holy Spirit who opens the heart to believe in Christ (1 Cor.12:3). It is the Holy Spirit who forms the church as a community that is open to God. Without the Holy Spirit, the church will remain closed to the salvific gift of God and, so, cannot survive.
 This explains why this openness has guided the church all through history as it communicates and transmits the faith it has received. Hence, tradition (traditio) as the “handing on” (paradidonai) of faith (see 1 Cor. 11:2, 23; 15:3) and the “ecumenical” relationship that existed in the early church among the different ecclesial communities indicate a preexistence of the spirituality of openness. The barriers to openness could be considered to be artificially constructed; therefore, they ought to be dismantled as much as possible.

The spirituality of openness is thus a call to relearn the existential openness in the relation among ecclesial communities, with friendship as the driving force. An ecclesial friendship that is built on love is, after all, a central command in the Christian faith (see. Jn. 13:34; 15:12, 17). According to Ilo, this friendship “presupposes a certain equality, autonomy, shared life, respect, and acceptance; it also presupposes solidarity, collaboration, and cooperation.”
 In friendship, we participate in the life of the other. We become open to the other, and the other becomes open to us as well. Dialectically, this process reflects “a losing and discovery of self and the other and a redemptive step toward fulfillment of the promise of love at the heart of the Trinity, the Christian faith, and the entire cosmos.”

Concluding Remarks

Reception in ecumenical dialogue could be sustained if a “spirituality of openness” is cultivated among the churches in dialogue. Openness as the capacity to receive underlies other actions such as hospitality, dialogue, friendship, encounter, and participation, and, in this regard, cannot be completely separated from reception. However, openness as “spirituality” becomes a way of life, a mode of operation that transcends the formalities of official relationships. In becoming “a way of life” of a Christian community, openness serves as a resource in overcoming the various sociological, political, and psychological barriers to reception and in bridging the gap between consensus and reception.

One means of developing this “spirituality” is perhaps through communal participation and friendship. Friendship in an ecumenical setting highlights our human interconnectedness and uses it as a resource to advance openness and reception. Friendship can be further facilitated by ecumenical formation that does not focus merely on training ecumenical experts but also in making dialogue and its results sufficiently known in the Christian community. In paying attention to the Christian community, there should be no compulsion to accept positions immediately; rather, the focus should be on constantly informing the community about ongoing dialogues and explaining the issues at stake. Situations where communities constantly remind themselves of their engagements in dialogue, the identities and positions of the dialogue partners and the content and results of dialogue would surely increase an attitude of openness, of greater friendship, and of increased reception. Perhaps, this practice could take us much closer to the desired visible unity of the church.
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