Pastoral Letter on our Commitment to the Ecumenical Journey in Kenya

The journey of promoting Christian unity, central to Christian identity and the pastoral priorities of the Catholic Church, is rooted in our faith in Jesus Christ and zeal for the Church and its unity. For this very reason, ecumenism “is not just some sort of ‘appendix’ that is added to the Church’s traditional activity. Rather, ecumenism is an organic part of her life and work, and consequently must pervade all that she is and does” (That They May Be One, Pope John Paul II, 20).

The Catholic Church in Kenya has all along been involved in a close cooperation with our Christian brothers and sisters of other Churches and communities, in very many practical ways. It also includes the manner in which we have stood shoulder to shoulder with our brothers and sisters from the NCCK (as well as with Muslims) during the Ufungamano initiative in campaigning for Constitutional Reform. We can also state with much pride that the Catholic faithful have lived with members of other Christian communities peacefully, without much friction or polemics. Fundamentally we are aware of our unity as one people as followers of Christ and of our vocation to promote unity wherever we are. 

PART 1

DEEPENING OUR COMMITMENT TO ECUMENISM

Our ecumenical achievements in Kenya to date have been real. However, we need to do more and plan to do so. Before elaborating on this, let us offer some background on the ecumenical movement. 

The History of Ecumenism
The one Church of Christ, which made itself visible on the day of Pentecost as a community of Jewish believers who accepted Jesus as the Son of God, widened soon to embrace the Greek speaking Jews, and finally with the efforts of St. Paul’s mission to the Gentiles grew into a world religion. There were many local communities right from the beginning, which though existed with their local diversity, considered themselves as belonging to the one Church of Christ born from the Paschal mystery. During the first four centuries those Christian communities gradually organised themselves around the Patriarchal Sees of Rome, Constantinople, Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem as defined by the Council of Chalcedon in 451. These Patriarchates existed in mutual harmony, with the Bishop of Rome recognised as the first See among them. When there was any threat of inner division due to heresy or schism the Bishops met in Councils to resolve it. 

Sadly, the attempts to resolve matters did not always bear complete fruit. After the Council of Chalcedon (451), which talked about and defined the unity of the person of Christ in two natures – human and divine – part of some Churches of the East (like the Coptic, Orthodox Church and the Syrian Orthodox Church) broke communion with the rest of Christianity.  The  See of Constantinople and the See of Rome separated from each other in 1054 due to doctrinal, cultural and political differences. In the Western Church, Martin Luther began the Protestant reformation in 1517 protesting at the theological, moral and spiritual decay of many Christians. He spearheaded a theological reformation in the Church. This reformation movement spread further with the moral reformation initiated by Calvin and the spiritual reformation by Zwingli, all of whom are considered Protestant reformers. Henry VIII in 1529, in order to remarry and also to free himself from the control of Rome, separated himself from the authority of papal Rome, creating a national Church, today known as the Anglican Church. Some efforts were made at reunion after each of these divisions. However, the general tendency was for each side to condemn the other and to claim that it and only it was the “one true Church.” 

It was among the Protestant Churches that the modern ecumenical movement began in the late 1800’s. This culminated in the establishing of the World Council of Churches in 1948. The Catholic Church was not a direct participant in the beginnings of the modern ecumenical movement. However, under the leadership of Pope John XXIII, the bishops of Vatican II took major steps in this direction. Not only did they write a document on ecumenism but they stated: “The restoration of unity among all Christians is one of the principal concerns of the Second Vatican Council” (Decree on Ecumenism, 1). Speaking of Christian disunity, they also stated: “Such division openly contradicts the will of Christ, scandalises the world and damages that most holy cause, the preaching of the Gospel to every creature” (Decree on Ecumenism, 1). All subsequent Popes have echoed this sentiment. The African Synod likewise asserts: “Catholics are invited to develop an ecumenical dialogue . . . in order that the unity for which Christ prayed may be achieved, and in order that the service to the peoples of the Continent may make the Gospel more credible in the eyes of those who are searching for God” (Ecclesia in Africa, 65). 

The origin of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity is closely linked with the Second Vatican Council. It was Pope John XXIII's desire that the involvement of the Catholic Church in the contemporary ecumenical movement be one of the Council's chief concerns. In 1966, after the Council had ended, Pope Paul VI confirmed the Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity as a permanent dicastery of the Holy See. Pope Paul VI approved directives published by this Council to guide ecumenical actions in the different countries of the world. One of these directives was that local and national ecumenical commissions should be established.  

Pope John Paul II took up the ecumenical tasks where Pope Paul VI had left. In the Apostolic Constitution Pastor Bonus (28 June 1988), Pope John Paul II changed the Secretariat of Promoting Christian Unity, constituted by Pope Paul VI immediately after the Council, into the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity (PCPCU) giving it much more stability and responsibility; this new designation took effect as of 1st March 1989. He very much encouraged and supported the work of this Council. Wherever the Pope went for his pastoral visit, he inevitably met with the religious leaders of that country, becoming an apostle of unity. In 1995 the Pope promulgated the encyclical Ut Unum Sint (That They May be One) intending to keep the Catholic Church firm on the path towards full and visible Christian unity and clearly taught that the movement promoting Christian unity is an “organic part of the Church’s life and work”.

That teaching has been reaffirmed by our current Pope Benedict XVI. Before becoming the Pope, as the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, he had played a decisive role in the writing of the “Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification,” (signed in October 1999 by the Holy See and the World Lutheran Federation). When assuming the new office as the universal shepherd of the Church, our Holy Father unequivocally spoke his ecumenical task. He told the Cardinals who elected him: “With full awareness, at the beginning of his ministry in the Church of Rome which Peter bathed in his blood, Peter’s current successor takes on as his primary task the duty to work tirelessly to rebuild the full and visible unity of all Christ’s followers” (First message of the Pope Benedict XVI from the Sistine Chapel in Rome, April 10, 2005). Currently the dialogue with the Orthodox Churches is gaining an unprecedented momentum in the Catholic world.

The Challenges of Ecumenism

We do not wish to be naïve in calling for ecumenism at every level of the Kenyan Church. We know that many of our Catholic faithful feel pressurised by individuals of other Christian denominations to reject their Catholic faith and to leave the Catholic Church. We understand also that many priests feel particularly worried about this and that a call to ecumenism is not prominent in their minds. Similarly, we are aware that there is difference between the different kinds of Christian communities or sects with which we come into contact. Vatican II uses the image of concentric circles to describe the kind of unity we enjoy with other Christian communities. Some, such as Eastern Orthodox, are closer to us. Others are further out (Lumen Gentium, 14). Ecumenism will be more possible with some groups than with others. 

In spite of the challenges of drawing closer to our “separated brethren,” we cannot avoid the call to enter onto the journey of trying to work for Christian unity. The reason, quite simply, is that Our Lord calls us to it: “There should be one flock and one shepherd” (John 10:16). Indeed we can challenge ourselves with this question: “Is our prayer life deep enough so that the scandal of Christian disunity disturbs us?” At the end of the day, becoming more ecumenical means becoming more deeply ourselves as Catholics. The ecumenical journey is one guided by the Holy Spirit (cf. John Paul II, 100). We move forward in this journey primarily with the help of concrete spiritual resources. First and foremost is our commitment to an ongoing “conversion” (cf. Mark 1:15) to Christ’s essential call to discipleship. We recall the words of the Holy Father: “There can be no ecumenism worthy of the name without a change of heart” (Decree on Ecumenism, 7). This change of heart entails a deeper attachment to the Triune God and overcoming of the sinfulness that impedes an enduring faithfulness to the Gospel. 

We understand that when we undertake the journey of Christian unity we enter into a situation of possible tension. Learning how to relate to other Christians often brings us into uncharted paths that require new ideas and new activities. At the same time, we want to remain in continuity with the apostolic tradition in which we stand as Catholics. However, even with its tensions, once again, this is a path that the Lord Himself asks us to follow.
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PASTORAL PROPOSALS

As outlined above, the Kenya Episcopal Conference has decided to proceed with request of the Pontifical Council for Christian Unity to set up a National Commission for Ecumenism. 

KEC-Commission for Ecumenism

In its plenary held from the 3rd to 7th November 2003 constituted the Commission for Ecumenism in Kenya and appointed Bishop Philip Anyolo, of the Diocese of Homa Bay, to be its Chairman. An Executive Secretary for the Commission has also been appointed with offices in the Secretariat of the Episcopal Conference. He is Fr. Jan Lenssen M.Afr.

The Commission has been mandated to carry out its task of promoting ecumenical formation throughout the country by undertaking the following steps. The first and second steps consist of forming a team of theologians followed by other members of the Commission aided by experts from the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity in Rome. In step 3, this team of theologians will then involve themselves in the formation of the clergy in their dioceses and ecclesiastical provinces. They will also carry out an assessment of the ecumenical situation in Kenya. Step 4 will begin with a seminar to reflect on Kenya’s ecumenical landscape based on the concrete assessment done at diocesan levels. From there we hope to chart better concrete paths for our ecumenical journey. 

Step 1 of this process is well under way. In June, 2004, two experts from the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity travelled to Kenya and offered this group a two-week course. This proved to be so successful that a similar course was provided for representatives of ecumenical activities in English speaking Africa a year later. This course was hosted by our Catholic University, C.U.E.A ¸ in July 2005. It had a large attendance and was graced by the presence of Cardinal Walter Kasper the President of the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. 

Promoting the process of ecumenism in our country now requires a response from all levels of our Church. We now seek to support the work of the Commission for Ecumenism by offering the following advice to Kenyan Catholics. 

The Diocese:   The Catholic Church has come to see the importance of the local church or diocese as an important witness and participant in the journey towards full communion of all Christian communities. The local Bishop, in union with the College of Bishops and the Bishop of Rome, is the sacramental representative and expression of the local Church. The dual focuses of the bishop as centre of unity on the local Church and in fellowship with the worldwide communion of churches witness the unity that already is there and makes him and the Church he presides over an instrument of greater unity. Hence much importance is to be given to ecumenical formation and initiatives at the diocesan level. To help in this, the four Metropolitans have appointed one priest-theologian in each Ecclesiastical Province to play a central role in carrying out the task of the Commission for Ecumenism in each diocese. This will especially be achieved by training a coordinator for ecumenism within each diocese.  

Seminaries, Formation programmes, contemplative communities: The process of training our Christian leaders in an ecumenical attitude must begin early in formation. Courses on Vatican II should be offered regularly and the ecumenical inspiration of the council should be stressed. The publications at the universal level of the Catechism of the Catholic Church, the encyclical Ut Unum Sint, and The Directory for the Application of Principles and Norms on Ecumenism should become an integral part of our formation programmes in seminaries and houses of formation of religious. The young men and women in these institutions would also benefit from some practical experience of meeting those in training for leadership in other Christian denominations. We note that some religious congregations have the promotion of ecumenism as part of their charism. We expect to witness creative initiatives from these groups. We hope that the training of catechists and chaplains will include this kind of sensitivity. We strongly recommend that dioceses have pastoral coordinators who provide formation programmes for priests and members of Small Christian Communities. We hope that these programmes will include efforts to motivate Catholics to become interested in promoting Christian unity. We call on communities of religious, especially the contemplative communities, to make ecumenism a permanent intention of their prayer. 

The Parish: The parish is the ordinary centre of living their faith for most Catholics. Consequently, unless ecumenism has roots in parish life it is not really entering into the mainstream of our living of our Christianity. In this context, we want to remind all Kenyan Catholics of the value of being members of Small Christian Communities. These are a priveleged means of helping Catholics to live their faith to the full. Small Christian Communities can help Catholics gain a true love of Scripture, praying with it and sharing together about how it can affect our lives. Next, we recall that: “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:20). We witness in Small Christian Communities local ministries of service in the neighbourhood such as care for the poor and care for the sick. We look forward to the day when one of the ministries that emerges consistently from prayerful Small Christian Communities is the work of cooperation with other Christian churches. When this kind of cooperation is occurring regularly in our parishes, the way toward building a deeper unity of all the Christian denominations has been well started. 

In this context, we want to remind parish priests of the importance of offering spiritual and catechetical support to Catholics in educational institutions in their area as it is written in the Pastoral Letter on Evangelization in Kenya. We know how busy priests can be with their other parish duties. However, we remind them of how many Catholic students in government and non-Catholic private schools can become confused in their faith and end up leaving the Catholic Church. Building firm and convinced Catholics can then be the first step toward assisting these young people build appropriate bonds of cooperation and unity with other Christians. 

Other Catholic Ministries: We recall that the Catholic Church has a strong presence in Kenyan society through its work in Catholic schools and Catholic health care institutions. We ask those in these ministries to reflect on how ecumenism can be included in the vision of their institutions. In passing, let us note that our many institutions give other Churches the impression that the Catholic Church is a powerful body. In this context, the responsibility may often be with us to take the first steps in initiating ties of friendship with our brothers and sisters in other Christian communities. 

The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity: Finally, we would like to stress the great value of The Week of prayer for Christian Unity. Many of the initiatives we propose in this letter can emerge from parishes and other institutions undertaking a commitment to celebrate this week. This Week of prayer for Christian Unity is a joint project of the World Council of Churches and the Catholic Church. In September 2005 a number of Church leaders of Kenya agreed to take joint responsibility for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity starting from 2006.

After making an effort at public prayer during Christian Unity Week, different local Christian denominations can continue closer relations throughout the rest of the year. Often this is best done by undertaking joint projects of social concern. Could we hope to witness more joint efforts by Christian denominations to assist the economic development of their areas? To organize community policing? To combat the problem of alcoholism? Or to support people living with HIV/AIDS? 

Conclusion

Dear Priests, Deacons, Religious and Catholic faithful, we as Pastors and members of the Kenya Episcopal Conference call upon each of you to take up the challenge of the ecumenical journey: of formation, of prayer and of concrete initiatives at the local level where the unity among the Christians is better witnessed, while at the same time avoiding any ambiguities in doctrinal or sacramental life. We ourselves as bishops remember the importance of our role as symbols of Christian unity in our diocesan areas. We recall how Pope John Paul II strongly encouraged to do this (That they may become one, 23) and how eager Pope Benedict XVI is to continue this advice. We promise to play our part in promoting this process. Ultimately, this call comes from Our Lord Himself: “May they be one, Father, as you are in me and I am in you” (John 17:21). Let our initiatives in this area demonstrate that despite our divisions, we are on the way towards full unity.

SIGNED:

1.
Rt. Rev. Cornelius K. Arap Korir

-
Bishop of Eldoret









Chairman, K.E.C

2.
Rt. Rev. Peter Kairo



-
Bishop of Nakuru









Vice Chairman, KEC

3.
Most Rev. R. S. Ndingi Mwana ‘a Nzeki
-
Archbishop of Nairobi

4.
Most Rev. Zacchaeus Okoth


-
Archbishop of Kisumu

5.
Most Rev. Nicodemus Kirima

-
Archbishop of Nyeri

6.
Most Rev. John Njue



-
Co-Adjutor Archbishop of Nyeri &  

Administrator, Isiolo Vicariate

7.
Most Rev. Boniface Lele


-
Archbishop of Mombasa

8.
Rt. Rev. Philip Sulumeti


-
Bishop of Kakamega

9.
Rt. Rev. Ambrose Ravasi


-
Bishop of Marsabit

10.
Rt. Rev. Paul Darmanin


-
Bishop of Garissa

11.
Rt. Rev. Joseph Mairura Okemwa

-
Bishop of Kisii

12.
Rt. Rev. Philip Anyolo


-
Bishop of Homa Bay

13.
Rt. Rev. Alfred Rotich


-
Bishop of Military Ordinariate

14.
Rt. Rev. Maurice Crowley


-
Bishop of Kitale

15.
Rt. Rev. Norman King’oo Wambua

-
Bishop of Bungoma

16.
Rt. Rev. Peter Kihara Kariuki, IMC

-
Bishop of Murang’a

17.
Rt. Rev. David Kamau


-
Auxiliary Bishop of Nairobi

18.
Rt. Rev. Anthony Mukobo, IMC

-
Auxiliary Bishop of Nairobi

19.
Rt. Rev. Patrick Harrington


-
Bishop of Lodwar

20.
Rt. Rev. Francis Baldacchino


-
Bishop of Malindi

21.
Rt. Rev. Virgilio Pante, IMC


-
Bishop of Maralal

22.
Rt. Rev. Salesius Mugambi


-
Bishop of Mugambi

23.
Rt. Rev. Cornelius Schilder


-
Bishop of Ngong

24.
Rt. Rev. Luigi Paiaro



-
Bishop of Nyahururu

25.
Rt. Rev. Emmanuel Okombo


-
Bishop of Kericho

26.
Rt. Rev. Martin Kivuva Musonde

-
Bishop of Machakos

27.
Rt. Rev. Anthony Muheria


-
Bishop of Embu

28.
Very Rev. Paul Healy



-
Administrator, Kitui Diocese








“KEC Assembly








St. Mary’s Pastoral Centre, Nakuru








11 November 2005

PAGE  
2

