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Introduction

global level, Catholic Church documents recognize their
insufficiency in providing for all the local needs of the various
regions 'that make up their global communion. The Second Vatican

On the
.

Council decree
for

Directory

Ecumenism,"
I

ecumenism, Unitatis

up in

and

Principles
Application
are global norms on ecumenism

which

According

July,
to

Redintegratio',

of

Peter Uzochukwu has handed in his doctoral thesis

comes
)

on

the

on

and the

Norms

on

for Catholics,

Ecumcnisrn; his defence

2008.

article 8 of the- Second Vatican Council's decree

on

ecumenism,

local church hierarchies can, unless the statutes of the Bishops' Conference or the
Holy See state otherwise, use their discretion to adapt to their local contexts,
some

elements in the

Christians,

general policy
in

communicatio

sacris.

on

sharing

Second

in

spiritual heritage

Vatican

Council,

....

among
Decree on

Ecumenism, Unitatis Redintegratio," in Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils,
Vol. II, Trent to Vatican /I, (ed.), Norman P. Tanner (Washington. DC:
Georgetown University Press, 1990) 908-920. Henceforth UR.
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On its part, article 18 of the Directory for the Application of Principles and
on Ecumenism identifies some factors that necessitate the adaptation of

Norms
the

general

policies on ecumenism to regional contexts and situations.
diversity of nations, differences of relations between the Catholic

Catholic

Such include:

Church and other churches

Principles

and Norms

on

ecclesial c-ommunities. See, Pontifical Council for
Unity' (PCPCU), Directory for the Application of

or

the Promotion of Christian

Ecumenism

(Vatican City:

the revised and harmonised version of two

s.n.

1993) #18, Since this is

versions of the ecumenical

previous
directory (that were issued separately in 1967 and 1970). I prefer to cite it as
Revised Directory (RD). To manage such diverse situations well RD urges
Bishops in various regions "to issue practical norms for the needs and
opportunities presented by diverse circumstances in the light of the prescriptions
of the supreme Church authority" (RD #39 §2). Diocesan commissions are
enjoined to adapt the decisions of their respective Episcopal conferences to their
contexts (RD #44b and 84); and Catholic centres of formation or educational
institutes are also asked to adapt curriculum and programmes of their ecumenical
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make
on

provisions

these

context

for local

and

provisions
peculiar

has its

adaptations and complementation. Acting
being fully convinced that the local African
local ecumenical needs various dioceses in

Africa have issued their

own

ecumenical

of the 2003 local

directives.4 Taking
by

the

ccumenism issued

the
directory
Southern African Catholic Bishops' Conference (SACBC) under
the title Directory on Ecumenism for Southern Africa (DESA),5 the
current study analyzes not only the need for such a vital ecumenical
tool in Africa but also correlates its insights with the global norm of
the Catholic Church on ecumenism and the prevailing context in
African Christianity. After examining the ecumenical features of
the local church that issued DESA, there will be a comparative
study of the areas of continuity and discontinuity between it
(DESA) and the global Catholic document (RD) which it seeks to
locally complement. Thereafter, the extent DESA goes in exposing
the particular ecumenical needs of the area will be investigated.
Next, there will be an analysis of the quality or efficiency of
DESA's measures in addressing the local needs. Finally, the
imperative of inserting DESA within the larger African Catholic
case

on

formation to the concrete situations of life of persons and groups
training with them (RD ##5, 44, 56 and 84).

,1

undergoing

replies to a recent empirical survey conducted from March 2005 to
by this author on the 546 local churches in Africa (Dioceses. Vicariate
May
Apostolic, Prefectures, and Episcopal conferences), it was discovered that a
From the
2006

sizeable number of local churches in Africa have issued documents in the form

majority have not. One of the carli est among
plenary meeting of the Zambia episcopal
conference, whose directives to the clergy and laity of the country centred on
intercommunion and sacramental or non-sacramental sharing with non-Catholic
of ecumenical

them

was

directory, though

the

issued in June 1965 at the

churches. Adrian Smith, "Ecumenisrn in Zambia," AFER 9 (1967): 101-107,
103. The directory issued by the Southern African Conference of Bishops, which
is under
5

This

analysis
was

here is

issued

by

one

of the most express forms of such directories.
African Catholic Bishops' Conference

the Southern

use in the local churches under its jurisdiction. Southern African
Bishops' Conference, Directory Oil Ecumenism for Southern Afric«
(Pretoria: Department for Ecumenism and Inter-Religious Dialogue, 20m).

(SACBC) for
Catholic

Henceforth D£SA.
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realities will form the basis of my

appraisal.
The Ecumenical Features and Potentials of the Local Church in

Africa: The Case of SACBC
As

a

case

in

point

for

assessing

the ecumenical

features and

of the local church in Africa, a study is made here of the
local ecumenical directory issued bY,the Southern African Catholic

potentials
Bishops'

Conference. The

majority

of the inhabitants of the

areas

within the southern part of Africa are Christians. Possibly as a
result of the late arri val of the Catholicism in this area, Catholics
find themselves in

a

minority."

di mi ni sh the ecumenical

Factors like this may tend to
importance of the directi ves from the

region. Nevertheless, the publication of
dialogues, which this
successfully accomplished, tend rather to accord it

Catholic Church in this

DESA and the conduct of local ecumenical
local church has
(1

Out of the total

population

of Southern Africa

(put

at

39,820,000 in 1995),

Christians among whom Catholics account for 2,880,000 (i.e.,
7.2% of Christian population in Southern Africa). While the Reformed, the

close

to

70%

are

Anglican and the Free Church traditions were established in this area by the very
first Dutch and British settlers, the first resident Catholic bishop only arrived the
Cape in 1837. For instance, according to Jonathan N. Gerstner, the first
permanent minister of the Reformed Church arrived the Cape of Colony in 1665.
Jonathan N. Gerstner, "A Christian

Monopoly: The Reformed Church- and
Christianity in South Africa: A Political,
society
Social, and Cultural History, Perspectives on Southern Africa, 55, eds., Richard
Elphick & Rodney Davenport (California: University of California Press, 1998)
16-30, 16. Also contributing to the slow spread of Catholicism in this part of the
world was the fact that even after their arrival, Catholic priests 'initially focused
their ministry on some isolated segments of the people many of whom were Irish
soldiers, DESA #1.1; #1.2; #1.3. Thus the Catholic Church was not only late in
coming into Southern African region (when compared with some other
churches), it was also slower than they in getting itself well-established. Little
wonder then that numerically speaking, it is in a minority position in this area.
The surprising thing though is that even as the Catholic Church was also late in
getting itself established in some other areas of Africa like Nigeria, it has
eventually overtaken most other earlier-arrived churches both in number and in
Colonial

under Dutch Rule," In

infrastructure. This

was not

the

case

in Southern Africa.

Peter Uzochukwu
a

leading position

Southern African
and

in the ecumenical movement not

region

within the

just

but also in the entire African Catholicism

Christianity.

-s,

The fact that it took

exactly

thirty-years,"

after the

enabling

decrees of the Second Vatican Council, before this body could
become a full member of the already existing South African

Council

teaching

of Churches, shows how slow it could be in applying the
of the church. It is also an indication of how effectively

this local church
how

willing

address

pressing local ecumenical needs and
reciprocating the ecumenical gestures from the

cart

it is in

other Chri sti an ch urches,

Furthermore, it needs
church

be

to

identify with
surrounding vicinity namely,
can

the

seen

how

this local

sufficiently
of

life

within

its

Africa South of the Sahara. When

one

exigencies

considers the fact that the latter is acclaimed in
documents to be the domain of the

some

Catholic

of the church

as the
image
family of God-a region that is also increasingly being recognised
as the emerging centre of gravity for global Christianity-some
questions tend to arise. How much of the general ecclesial reality in
Africa is reflected in DESA and how far is it contributing to the
collective search for an African identity within global Catholic

ecumenical tradition? DESA needs to make it
has

taken

into

consideration

immediate confines. Also, its
other

churches

in

/

According

to

DESA, it

Africa under the

auspices

was

situation

policies

need to

light.

Apart

posiuvc

ecumenically reposition

the

more

of

evident that it

li fe

outside

its

portray the

explicitly
from
seeking

to

the local churches, its directives need also

only

in 1995 that the Catholic Church in Southern

of SACBC became

a

full member of the South African

Council of Churches (SACC). The council, according to the statement on its
website, has been established since 1968. See "Corne Celebrate! 25 Years of the
SACC:

1968--1993,"ln http://www.sacc.org.za/about/celebrateO.htmlr Accessed
in 1965, has

19.09.2007]. Although the Second Vatican Council, which ended

an express mandate for the Catholic Church to join the "ecumenical
movement, SI\CBC rather continued to maintain an observer status in SI\CC for

given
the

thirty

years that followed such mandate. IJESA It l.7.
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embody. the solicitude for fellowship with the other churches in
its neighbourhood and in the larger African context.
Nevertheless, for successfully resisting the minority syndrome
(i.e., a situation in which a minority group easily succumbs to
liberalism in the face of an overwhelming majority group), and for
preserving even a strict Catholic stance in their ecumenical

to

endeavours

(cf., DESA #6.5.4), SACBC's efforts need

commendation. This is

more

the

case

in the

prevailing

some

situations

whereby many 'local churches
preoccupied with some other

in Africa would claim to be too

churches

thus declare themselves not

well-established) and

tasks

(e.g., getting

their

young

ready

yet for ecumenism. Nonetheless, DRSA's rigorous stance might
likely make ecumenical relation with the Catholic Church very
cumbersome for the other churches.

Catholic Ecumenical Directories:

Correlating Catholicity

with

Local Diversities
Inside the front-cover page of the booklet containing the Directory
011 Ecumenism for Southern Africa (DESA), a bold print reads:

"approved by
Congregation
a

the SACBC in consultation and agreement with the
Faith."g Needless to say, such

for the Doctrine of the

consultation and agreement between the Holy See (as the central
magisterial body within the Catholic Church)

administrative and

regional or national bodies of the church is very important,
especially when such is made in a mutually enriching way. In fact,
documents produced through such a process are often accorded
higher value and respect. Such an approach often aims at a
constructive blending of the universal vision or goal (fostered
mainly by the Holy See) with legitimate local diversities (which
and

local hierarchies should also be attenti ve

Church.9 Moreover,
x

See the

publication

to)

in the

same

Catholic

the drive for the constant renewal of the church

data page of the booklet

containing

the 2003 version of

/)/<.'SI\.
I)

Indeed Lumen Gentium # 13

enjoins

the chair

differences" of local churches while also

or St

ensuring

Peter to protect

"legitimate

that such differences do not
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at

all levels,

cultures

or

especially

that of

it

giving

a

firm root in various

inculturation 10, stands in need of such

a

consultation.

thing, however, seems very puzzling. DESA makes no mention
having consulted the Pontifical Council for the Promotion of
Christian Unity (PCPCU) under whose domain ecumenism in the
Catholic Church squarely falls. It seems strange, all the more,
especially when one recalls the clear instructions that RD has
11
rna d e
concernmg Issuance 0 f I oca I diIrsctones.
At this juncture, a correlation of the directives and policies in
the two documents under examination seems expedient. To start
with, there is no questioning whether or not DESA has preserved
the universal Catholic policies and practice of ecumenisrn. This
seems obvious. Apart from its profuse references to RD, it also
draws insights from a number of Second Vatican Council
documents like Unitatis Redintegratio, lJR (see DESA n. 8),
One

�

of

..

hinder

unity

.

but rather contribute towards it. Second Vatican Council. "Lumen

Gentium," in Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Vol. II, Trent to Vatican II,
(ed.), Norman, P. Tanner (Washington. DC: Georgetown University Press, 1990)
849··898 (hereinafter, LG). The local churches in Africa are entitled to promote

primacy of

their tradition without in anyway lessening the
John Paul II. Ecclesia in Africa, #1 L
10

Inculturation,

as

John Paul II teaches, has

dimensions. It entails both "the

two

intimate transformation of authentic cultural values

and "the insertion of

the Chair of Peter.

through

their

integration

in

in the various human cultures."

Christianity
Redemptoris Missio (7 December, 1990), in AAS 52 (1991): 229.
11
Explaining the rapport or protocol that should be followed in PCPCU's
execution of its function, especially when these involve national, regional or
diocesan ecumenical bodies or structures, RD states that "the coordination of the
ecumenical acti vities of the entire Catholic Church requires that these contacts be
reciprocal. It is therefore appropriate that the Council be informed of important

Christianity"
John Paul II,

initiatives taken at various levels of the life of the Church. This is necessary. in
particular, when these initiatives have international implications such as when

important dialogues

are

organized

at a

national

Churches and ecclesial Communities. The mutual

or

territorial level with other

exchange

of information and

advice will benefit ecumenical activities at the international level

as

well

as

those

every other level of the Church's life. Whatever facilitates a growth of
harmony and of coherent ecumenical engagement also reinforces communion

on

'

within the Catholic Church." RD #54.
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Dignitatis /Jumanae (sec DESA n. 4.1.5) and Lumen Gentium (see
n. 4.1.5). It also reflects documents of the Holy See like the

DE'SA

1981 document from John Paul II, On the Role of the Christian
Family in the Modem World, Familiaris Consortia (see DESA nn.

7.1; 7.3� 7.9) and the Rite for Christian Initiation for Adults (see

4.1.6.1). From the perspective of regional African
Catholicism, however, DESA shows no clear sign of having been
DES/\.

nn.

enriched with
described
time

on

local. insights

from Ecclesia in

A/rica12

(correctly

the most authoritative ecclesiastical document of

as

African

our

Catholicism). Insights from the Symposium of
Madagascar (SECAM) or the

Conferences of Africa and

Episcopal
other regional

Catholic bodies in Africa did not also feature in

DESA. As such;

one

African

area

argue that the central features of the
experiences may be lost on the Southern

can

continent's ecumenical

if it fails to draw from

ecumenical ideas

insights.
Indeed, adapting universal policies

into the

or

plug

to

local contexts is not

regional

or

an

easy task. Little wonder then that some of the provisions in /)l::S/\.
betray a dilemma of interests.':' Its author (SACBC) sometimes

17.

describes the message of Ecclesia in Africa, (a
drawing from the proposals of Synod of Bishops'
special assembly for Africa) as one with a very far-reaching goal in Africa.
According to him, it is of "decisive importance" iEcclcsia ill Africa, It 1), of
"fundamental" relevance (Ibid., #8) and of "profound significance" iLbid., It 19)
John Paul

II

variously

document he issued after

first for the church in Africa
understand

the

as

well

as

the uni versal church. Thus, it is difficult

offered in such

an important document
why
opportunities
in
in
once
DESA
at the preamble) could
features
(which surprisingly
only
namely
not be fully explored in DESA for the benefit of developing a virile (yet
universally authentic) local Catholic ecumenical thrust.
13
In its article 5, RD did actually state that it "does not intend to deal with the
relationship of the Catholic Church with sects or new religious movements." So,
it is possible that ten years after such a stern declaration, there has been better
understanding of the phenomenon of sects and new religious movements in the
Catholic Church. This may have encouraged the authors of DESA (published in
2(03), who actually com� from the African cultural milieu (where numerous
groups of new indigenous churches and religious movements operate), to boldly

to
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oscillating between being faithful to the global Catholic
being relevant to the local context. For instance, in its
choice of local dialogue partners, it apparently prefers to deal with
the local branches of globally more popular churches (like those in
the Anglican and Reformed traditions) instead of the Ethiopic
independent churches and the Zion Christian Churches), which the
same SACBC says boasts of a very significant local Christian
finds itself
vision and

14

presence in South Africa.
On another note, having RD as its anchor text," should in no
way exonerate DESA. from incorporating relevant local insights. In

fact, it is only natural

to

expect in DESA

a

substantial

measure

of

insights. Of course, local ecumenical needs and uni versal
policies of the church are not two irrcconci lable
opposites. Indeed, it is very possible and desirable to pay equitable
loyalty to the demands of both. What is unacceptable is a situation
where universal policies are made to suppress genuine local needs
local

ecumenical

the other hand, efforts are so concentrated on local needs that
the universal goal of ecumenism is forgotten. Either way can
or, on

deprive the whole system of its legitimate source of rich diversity
and growth. 'The relationship between RD and DE'SA should be that
of a universal anchor-document and its local adaptation; each
complementing the, other. This is clear from the perspective of the
declare their readiness to

dialogue

with the Ales. This is

an

example

of such

dilemma.
14

See the list of

existing dialogue (DESA

# 1.7) and the statement

on

the

churches (DESA # 1.5).
15
Indeed DESA, which draws about 97% of its references from RD alone, has
neither footnotes nor endnotes. Even documents of the Holy See, including RD,

Ethiopian

eloquent testimony of the versatility and coherence of their insights by
always posting very rich and vast references to fundamental and ancillary works
at their endnotes. That DESA was drafted "in consultation and agreement" with
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, does not foreclose any possible
constructive effort to enrich RD with local imageries, insights or concepts and
apply it to the local context. Such an effort would have ensured that the local
directory embellishes its originality all the more, with familiar and evocative
African symbols that stimulate its audience into action and make them identify
bear

with the

cause

of ecumenism

as

their

own as

well.

'\

Local And Global
one
one

purpose they serve,
Catholic Church.

There is

Exigencies Within Catholic

namely,

the ecumenical

Ecumenism

J I

regeneration

need to restate here that RD is

of the

universally
generated document embodying global Catholic ecumenical vision
and policy just as Dh'SA is a locally-generated text with sensitivity
to local ecumenical needs. The seemingly overwhelming anchorage
on RlJI6 rather tends to present DRSA as unduly focusing more on
global Catholic interest or ideal with little attention to increasing
calls to blend global visions with local realities. With regard to
approach, emphasis or orientation, however, they seem to differ.
While RD presents a global picture with an inductive approach,
/)l�'SJ\ on its part, deducti vely pursues the local ecumenical
regeneration of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa. Over all,
the current effort remains not only a useful means of exposing the
interplay between local and universal demands in the same church.
It is also a way of exploring the church's rich diversity while
promoting its global catholicity.
The Local

no

a

Directory, DESA: A Textual and Critical Analysis
directory, presumably meant for the whole

The seven-sectioned

mcrnbcrship'"
16

Making

of

references

the

to a

Southern

African

local

church,

total of 107 different articles in RD, D/�'SJ\

follows

was

able

to

paragraphs of directives and recommendations. A thorough
elucidation and local adaptation of RD, which DESA hopes to achieve by so
doing, entails more than a recapitulation of RD. It also involves a creative rc
reading and application of RD, in such a way that can even enrich the general
raise

its

80

Catholic ecumenical tradition.
1"1

Though one can argue that DESA is meant for the clergy and laity in the local
churches within the jurisdiction of the Southern African Catholic Bishops'
Conference, it is
executors.
even

not easy to determine its immediate audience or legitimate
This is unlike in UD where the Pastors of the Catholic Church and

all the faithful

are

clearly

identified

as

the target audience. RD #4. A clear

indication of those for whom DESA directives
ccurncnists

bearing

the

generality

(like pastors, leaders,
Africa) is very necessary
"Southern Africa," refers to other
arc

meant

of the faithful in Southern

mind that the area designated as
together with the highly popular South Africa. For instance, the UN
of geographic regions groups five countries, namely, Botswana, Lesotho,
in

countries
scheme

or

Peter Uzochukwu
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IS

sequentially the same order that is found in the outline of RD.
However, judging some of the items in RD to be more appropriate
for the task of addressing their local needs, the authors of DHSA
had to focus on some issues'" leaving out the others. Apart from
section 1 of DESA, which makes a short historical exposition of
church divisions in South Africa," the approach in the other five
Namibia, South Africa and Swaziland, under the

area designated as Southern
http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Southern-t-Africa
[Accessed 18: 12:2006]) whereas the homepage of the Southern African Catholic
Bishops' Conference represent the conference as being made up bishops from

Africa

(sec

three countries

(Botswana, South Africa and Swaziland). See Southern Africa
In
"About
Us:
Nature"
Conference,
Bishops'
http://www.sacbc.org.za/Sitelindex.php?option==com content&task=view&id=10
6&Itemid= 103 [Accessed 08.10.2007]. Knowledge of such complexities could
have compelled DESA 's authors to be more precise.
18
RD has the following outline in this order: I. The Search for Christian Unity;
II. Organization in the Catholic Church at the Service of Christian Unity; III.

Catholic

Ecumenical Formation in the Catholic Church; IV. Communion in Life and
Spiritual Activity among the Baptized; and V. Ecumenical Cooperation,
Witness. On the other hand, DESA has the following
History of divisions in Africa. This can as well be regarded as
effort to trace the common journey of Christians in the area. Then, sections 2-7
are arranged as follows: 2. Promoting the Catholic Church's Contribution to
Ecurnenisrn; 3. Ecumenical Formation in the Catholic Church; 4. Promoting
Community Life and Spiritual Activity between Baptised Christians; 5. Sharing
Spiritual Activities and Resources; 6. Sharing Sacramental Celebrations and 7.
Inter-church Marriages. Its section 8 consists of the concluding admonitions. It is
not difficult to sec the similarity in sub themes as they arc presented in both

Dialogue

and

Common

outline: section 1.
_

documents.
19
'20

Sections 4-7 of DESA

are

all derived from section IV of RD.

account given

in DESA, offers the reader a glimpse of the level
diversity obtainable among the numerous Christian
communities in the region. What seems to be missing in DESA's approach to
historical exigencies is perhaps a decision outlining the limit of ccclesiological or
ecclesial diversities it can regard as locally legitimate. This would have helped
the search for an ecclesiological common ground among the African churches or
ecclesial communities; especially as it could help to articulate the local African
notions of the church and of Christian unity as well as the implication of church
communion in Africa. These would have enriched the general notions of church
unity and communion which have been given in RD.
The historical

of complexity

and

.
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sections of this

thirty-page document remain the same. First, there
always recapitulation of pertinent policies in RD followed by a
set of some 'recommendations.' For instance, taking its bearing
from RD #55-91, section 3 of DESA opens by summarising in #3.1
and 3.2 what it considers important regarding ecumenical
formation in the local scene. This is followed in #3.3-3.5 by
concrete recommendations. The same procedure is maintained in
sections 4, 5, 6, and 7. 'The one exception to this format is section 2
which entirely consists of recommendations drawn from articles
37 -54 of RD concerning ecumenical structures. In all cases, the
basic approach of selecting from RD what is considered relevant to
local context prevails. This applies also in the somewhat didactic
section 2 formulated in a somewhat different style.
Seemingly convinced that the strengthening of local structures
is a major way to promote the Catholic Church's contribution to
ccumcnism in its region, DESA devotes its section 2 entirely to the
task of establishing efficient ecumenical structures. The eleven
recommendations under this section equitably demonstrate that
such a contribution to ecumenism has either intra ccclesial (DESA
is

a

#2.1; 2.l.1; 2.2) or inter-ccclcsial (DESA #2.1.2; #2.4.1: #2.4.2.1;
#2.4.2.2; #2.5 and #2.6) dimensions, depicting a give and take
situation.

This

supports

our

position

that

efforts

towards

the

internal ecumenical renewal of the Catholic Church should be

those of

complemented by

article under this section
would have been

rather

seems

or

(#2.3)

appropriate

recommendations,
of ecumenism

reaching

out to

other churches.

Only

one

has both orientations in itself. It

if DESA had endeavoured,

to contextualize the

general

Catholic

through its
principles

at least confront the latter with local needs. What

obvious is that almost all the recommendations in

DESA have ended up
in RD.

simply rephrasing

or

recasting

the

provisions

Peter Uzochukwu
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Perhaps, taking cognisance of the living conditions and
D/;_.·SA
prevailing praxis-oriented worldvicws in Africa,"
endeavours to give a pastoral tone to its injunctions. Hence, issues
of practical Christian life dominate its outline, namely, ecumenical
formation, promoting community life and spiritual activity between
baptised Christians, sharing spiritual activities and resources, and
then sharing sacramental celebrations and inter-church marriages, It
is, however, difficult

to understand how a local church in Africa

this case, the Southern Africa

(in

with all the

Episcopal conference)
justice and socio-cultural
docs
not
consider
the
dcvclopmcnr"
cooperation of Christians in
the socio-cultural sphere of human life an important issue.
Otherwise, how else can one explain the omission, in this
document, of such an important theme which section V of RD did
deal extensively with. As it is, the entire section V of RD, which
overriding

historical needs for social

deals with the collaboration of Catholics with other Christians in

the socio-economic domain, did not recei ve explicit treatment in
DESA. 'The decision to leave out such an important aspect of the

ecumenical
nature
one

),1

encounter in

Africa, where issues of socio-political

dominate the churches' concern, begs for questions. Again,
a church document from such an area that is

would expect in

In Africa. the

emphasis

is not

on

formulas

or

theories but

experience.

Brian

Hearne, The Seeds of Unity, Eldoret: Gaba publications. 1976, 47.
�).

acknowledged in It 1.7 that "cooperation in the areas of
especially the fight against apartheid, led the churches in South

IJESA itself has earlier

social concerns"

Africa to establish the South African Council of Church. Also, the Lineamenta
synod of Bishops' Special Assembly for Africa rightly points out that the

for the

promotion of justice, peace and defence of
opportunities, which the churches in
Africa need to take full advantage of in forging strong ecumenical collaboration
among themselves. General Secretariat of the Synod of Bishops' Special
Assembly for Africa, The Churcli in Africa and her Evangellsing Mission
broader field of
human

rights,

development,

the

constitute in themselves

towards the Year 2000

..

You Shall be my Witness (Acts J :8)" Lineamenta,
(Vatican City: Librcria Edice, 1990) #61. Henceforth Liueamenta. One is,
therefore, right to expect some innovative directives from DESA regarding

collaboration of the churches
Africa.

on

the socio-economic and cultural domains in
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relatively high standard of literary and scholarly
prize highly such issues like ecumenical dialogues,
ecumenical cooperation in Institutes of Higher Studies or in post
graduate theological studies more than what one actuall y sees in
DESA #3.5. The only injunction regarding formal theological
dialogue is a passing reference to already conducted ecumenical
dialogues (cf. DESA #l.7), and the "prayerful reflection," which it
enjoins on catholic lay organisations (cf. DESA #2.5). It must,
however, be stated that to have successfully conducted a multi
lateral ecumenical dialogue between the Catholic Church, on the
one hand, and the Anglicans, Pentecostals and the Dutch Reformed
blessed with

tradition,

Churches,
needed

a

to

on

the other, is

ipso facto

to

a rare

feat in Africa the fruit of which

have been made

more

evident in the

insights

contained in this document.
A careful

of DESA does throw up the following
did
it
in identifying the genuine needs or
succeed
questions: first,
the ecumenical concerns of the local churches under its

reading

jurisdiction? Secondly,

what

measures

address these needs; and how effective
Issues

of Genuine

the measures?

Local Ecumenical Concerns

myriad of churches to
reach out to one another and the need to evolve appropriate models
or
at least to integrate some positive local values into the
ecumenical enterprise, represent the main forms of local
ecumenical concern that every local ecumenical directory in Africa
Shortage

of viable

are

did it take in order to

means

of

bringing

the

needs to address. The Southern part of Africa, like many other
areas of this continent, has witnessed not a few socio-ethnic and

geopolitical conflicts, which

have

brought

sad

memories

of

mistrust among the local Christian communities. 'The obnoxious
socio-political structure of Apartheid did provoke in South Africa
numerous Iiberationist

as well as sycophant groups (Christians not
As such, local Christian communities still bear some

excluded).
grudges against

one

another for past

complicity

or

dubious silence
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opprcssion.v'

in the face of such

challenges

One of the greatest ecumenical
locality has to do with

that thus face the churches in this

re-establishment of mutual trust and
among

n

thcmsclves.r"

This

requires

of past sad memories
of corporate solution from

healing

more

complicity includes not only possible acts of accommodating Apartheid
practices in their structures but also some �estures of aloofness by which some
churches stayed away from the people's common struggles for liberation. Noel
Bruyns, "South Africa's Churches Confess Their Complicity with Apartheid," In
http://www.wfn. org/19971l2/msgOOI07.html [Accessed 08:10:2007]. A case of
aloofness, can be argued against the Catholic Church, which seemingly distanced
itself from the anti-Apartheid body which was formed by some non-Catholics.
The latter had rallied themselves together to fight against the Apartheid regime;
formed a Council (the Christian Council of South Africa in 1936 that
Such

transformed into SACC in 1968); and sustained their common efforts without the
Catholic Church which onlybecame a full member in 1995. James N. Arnanze,
....

.I 00 Years of the Ecumenical Movement in Africa," Journal

Southern

Africa

mounted its

of Theology for
Though the Catholic Church may have
separate anti-Apartheid struggle, such distancing could be

105 (1999): 1-15, 11.

own

goes for the other churches which may have done similar
any opportunity for the churches to correct such misconceptions
back each other's trust and friendship in the current ecumenical

misread. The

same

things. Hence,
and

win

dispensation
24

In the

should be

case

denominations

grabbed.

of South Africa for instance, it is obvious that many Christian
share guilt in one form or the other regarding the roles they

they made during the Apartheid era. Jurgens Hendriks and
"Interpreting the New Religious Landscape in Post-Apartheid
South Africa," Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 109 (2001): 41-65, 65.
See D. Louw, "The Healing Power of Forgiveness," In Meeting the Future:
Christian Leadership ill South Africa, eds., Ducan Buchanan & Jurgens H.
Hendriks (Randburg, South Africa: Knowledge Resources, 1995) 149-156. In
one case, quoting the church's resolution in a 1960 consultation, J. W. Hofmeyr,

played

or

omissions

Johannes Erasmus,

J. A. Millard and C. J. 1. Fronernan.

of

accuse

the Netherlandich Reformed Church

"the only realistic solution for race
Apartheid policy
Hofrneyr, J. A. Millard, C. J. J. Fronernan,
eds., History of the Church ill South Africa: !\ Document & Source Book,
Pretoria, South Africa: University of South Africa, 1991,216. Tristan Borer, in
the same vein, presents the Catholic Church under the auspices of SACBC as
having dragged its feet both in joining the SACC and in bringing itself to overtly
condemn Apartheid or declare the Apartheid regime illegitimate. Tristan Anne
Borer, Challenging the State: Churches as Political Actors in South Africa /980-

having supported

the

relations in South Africa." See J. W.

as
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the churches' top leadership structures most of which are yet to
'This introduces us to the allied need
imbibe the ecumenical

spirit.25

for ecumenical formation in local ecumcnism, which D�'SA ##3.4
among especially its lay members and future
It seems, however, that DESA is faced with another related

and 3.5 also

recognize

priests.
problem, namely, training of ecumenical experts and serving clerics
whose input do have a defining effect on the ecumenical life of the
local church.

Generally,

there is

a

high

rate of

quarrel-laden proliferation of
Africa.r" Together with the

churches and ccclesial communities in

above-mentioned minority
Southern

status

of

the

Catholic

Church

in

Africa, this increases the challenges facing Catholic
region. So, DESA, as a pioneering

ecumenical initiative in this

effort of the Southern African Catholic church

hierarchy,

needs to

institute channels of closer rapport with other Christian groups at
least to boost its interdenominational appeal. These measures can
1991, Notre Dame. IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1998,5. In another
of this work, ( Ibid.,
an

outright

way

or

80) the scholar also

condemnation of the

the other,

new

accuses

reformed

Christian communities did

SACC of

having

area

refrained from

apartheid constitution. So, one
not fully meet each other's

expectations which somehow may still remain a barrier to the smooth
relationship between them in the post-Apartheid era. This underscores the need
for the churches to mutually ask each other for pardon and forgiveness in the
new ecumenical dispensation.
).:;
Hearne recounts that the emergence of indigenous church hierarchies in Africa
did help to douse tensions between local Christian communities. Hearne, The
Seeds of Unity. 47. Generally, among small scale communities (as in Africa) the
society thrives on mutual encouragement and leadership by example. In such
communities. one cannot overestimate the import or influence of ecumenically
committed church-leadership on local ecumenism. This goes to illustrate how
ecumenically beneficial it could be if church leaders fully embraced the cause of
Christian unity in Africa
�()
Many new churches are springing up almost on weekly basis in Africa. As has
been aptly described by Adrian Hastings. the mutual acrimonies witnessed
among the churches' early missionaries in Africa, still feeds the churches'
current biases. Adrian Hastings, "Ecumenical Retlections," AFER Vol. 9, no. 2
( 1967):96-100, 97. For discussion on real essence and models of Christian unity
.

.

.

to

be successful, these matters need to be addressed.
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best be taken

or

hence the

skilled church

corporately, i.e., through official acts
need for ecumenically motivated and

leaders. Allied to this is the need for ecumenical

clergy,

which

even

RD #19

legislations;

training

of the

recommends.27

Intercommunion

as

Major

Local Need and

Concern:

DESA

did

identify

some

areas

of

friction'"

between the local

Christian communities, in reference to which it calls for local
dialogue. I will limit my comments here to the issue of
intercommunion, which touches on the cultural sensitivity of
Africans. A definitive

position in RD #129 (restated in DESA
#6.3.2) holds that "in general, the Catholic Church permits access
to its Eucharistic communion and to the sacraments only to those
who share its oneness in faith, worship and ecclesial life." In
general, however, this position constitutes one of the unbending
points in Catholic principles of ecumenism which needs
improvement. 'Theologically speaking, Christ's incarnation, earthly
ministry, and paschal mystery are a series of unreserved self-giving
that remains unrestrictedly open to all.29 If Jesus Christ were to be
physically around today, it is doubtful if he would follow the path
of barring anyone from receiving the Eucharist at his hands. 'This
7.'/

emphasize this fact /?D #: 162 further warns that "the wounded
each can set limits to
heritage of a history of separation
what Christians can do together at this time:'
],8
IJESA calls for local dialogue with other churches on some aspects of baptism
like the cases where there is doubt regarding the validity of any church's baptism
or its formula (1t4.1.2) or where there is an interchange of official sponsors
(lt4.1.4). One can easily see that the former is typical of Catholic canonical
approach while the latter, though not very new to the general Catholic
ecumenical process, is very much in line with African sense of hospitality.
7.9
The ugliness of depriving someone the opportunity to partake of the Eucharist
(especially when one has expressed the requisite belief in it and has also
requested for it) becomes glaring when one situates the Eucharist. as John
Hadley has done. within the realm of Christ's universal saving mystery. John
I ladlcy, Bread of the World: Christ and the Eucharist Today, London: Darton.
As if

to re

memories and the

I .ongman and

Todd, 1989, 2.

...

,
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all known African cultural values

counter to

runs

Exigencies

exemplary

people,

not even

been found

guilty

no

especially

commcnsality.l"

and

conviviality

ceremonies in Africa, for instance,
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At

among the assembled
by, except one who has

one

mad persons strolling
of heinous crimes against the

community,

is

ever

excluded from communal feasts, as it has been done in DRSA, even
when they entail cultic meals.3) In line with the African values of
what the local African Catholic ecumenical authorities

community,

may need to consider is definitely not such unmitigated public
exclusion. Rather, drawing on some theological insights like the

guest
10

Christology.Y

Sharing

of the

meals

option

an

together

has great

that entails

significance

discrete invitation to

a

in African communities. It is

one

intimate ways of expressing deep cordiality, trust and harmony of
See. Symposium of the Episcopal Conferences of Africa and

most

existence,

Family of God. lnstrutuentutn l aboris and Pastoral
publications, 1998) 23 (hereinafter,
Iustrutnentum l .aborisi. Within the general atmosphere of religious inclusivism,
wherein the common good of the clan remains their abiding goal, clan members
often celebrate and cat together in communal feasts. In most cases, no one is
Madagascar .. The Churcli

Letter,

(Accra,

31

SECAM

allowed to exclude oneself except those who have committed
gravely injurious to the life of the community

either excluded
acts that are

as

Ghana:

or

Communal worship in Africa is not just an occasion for sacrifice or for
partaking in the common cultic meal. It entails, above all. a divine-cosmic
assembly. Hence, it has more to do with concrete assemblage, galvanisation,
release and appropriation of the community's vital force, than the permissiveness
or orderliness of any rite. Chukwuma .T. Okoye, "The Eucharist and the African

Culture," AFW? 34 (1992): 272 ·292, 278 and 279. This may have been intended
in the church's

teaching

on

the need for formal ccclesial communion before

could share the Eucharist but
salvation

that

the

should not lose

sight

In African societies,

a

jurisdictions.
guest is highly

valued

by

his

one

of the ultimate universal

mystery of the Eucharist stands

immediate ecclesiastical
JJ.

one

or

for

which

her host

transcends

as a

harbinger

fortune. Thus, African culture makes exceptions for visitors, even
strangers. For the Ibibio of southern Nigeria, the less one invests in one's guests.
the lower one's harvest. This apparently quid pro quo conviction may sound

of

good

religious conviction is entirely free of some
Moreover, following some biblical traditions, which present
,( rangers as source of blessing (as happened when Abram received strangers who
turned out to be angels), some African theologians not only defend the salutary

superstitious
III

ilitarianisrn?

but

which
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exceptional cornmunion.r'
such visitors to maintain

church,

can

be

which seizes the
a

considered

opportunity
deeper personal relationship
a

worthier alternati ve.

In

to

invite

with the

order to

forestall indifferentism this should go hand-in-hand with an
intensified program of catechesis on the Eucharist for members and
their guests. These constitute some of the main issues in local
ecumenism within Southern African Catholicism and

Christianity
regarding which DESA urges its constituent dioceses to embark
upon dialogue. One is, however, of the view that SACBC stands a
better chance34 in conducting the proposed dialogues more than its
hospitality to guests. Udoh, for instance, propounds a thesis on Guest
Christology by which he argues that according Jesus guest status in Africa
(whose historical birth-place is not Africa but Nazareth), could be after all very
beneficial. Udohs argument is that by being so regarded, Jesus can then receive
exceptional hospitality and unreserved welcome not excluding full integration
into the host community (Udoh, Guest Christology, 228.) From such African
background, Catholics would find it theologically sound to waive some rules
guiding the Eucharist for the benefit of visitors at their Eucharistic celebrations.
nature

of

33

In America, for instance, apart from few churches like the Eastern Orthodox
Church, the Roman Catholic Church, others who follow the ruling of the

Missouri

Synod,

the conservative Churches of Christ like the Lutheran Churches,

and some churches of the Reformed tradition, which
exclusive

or

closed communion, most Protestant and

are

known to

Independent

practise
Christian

run a system that keeps. the reception of communion open to as many
possible. Belonging to the latter group are churches like the Reformed
Church. the United Methodist Church, Episcopal Church, Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ), the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Metropolitan
Community Church, etc. Some element of flexibility, based on a deeper
appreciation of the borderIess workings of Gods Spirit, is needed in such

churches,

people

as

matters.

within

Characteristic of their autonomous status, the various local churches
congregational or other similar church-traditions (e.g., the Baptists)

some

do

not adopt any uniform approach. For instance while some of their local
churches may decide to practice an open system of communion, others may
prefer a closed style. Actually, the Second Vatican Council did authorize the

giving of Holy Communion to non-Catholics but only on special occasions, with
explicit permission of the local ordinary. In Africa: such provisions need to
be widened to accommodate genuine and positive clements of culture.

the
34

The decision of the Conference to urge its constituent dioceses to embark on
dialogues may be a gesture of recognizing the diversities and autonomy that

local
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constituent dioceses, to which it

Ecumenism

delegates this task. In all, a more
is expected in DESA than the

ecumenically out-reaching
5
Eosture
that
inward-looking tendencies
approaches.

are

noticeable

Local Ecumenical Needs: Are DESA's Measures
John Paul II's advice to the church in Africa

very relevant for the current

21

(given

in

its

some

Effective?
Malawi)

in

is

study:

inherent in the constituent dioceses and thus, a way of empowering them.
on the moral principle of subsidiarity, it could also be seen as a

are

Also, based

noble act of distribution of function

perspective, however,

it could be

or

devolution of power. Seen from another
as shying away from duty since RD

interpreted

11173, from which the DESA derived its instruction, clearly upholds the mandate
and

authority of Episcopal

conferences

church in southern Africa is still

to

conduct

dialogues. Again,

since the

young one, individual dioceses have definitely
got no strong structures and personnel and so may need to depend on the
conference (a group of more' than 6 dioceses), which obviously has greater and
more

facilities ro

efficient

a

conduct- local

conference still shifts this

ecumenical

the

dialogues. Yet,

the local churches.

responsibility
betray the tendency to promote ecumenism
indirect approaches. For instance it calls for "bearing fruitful
to

,

h

..

.

.

Some

areas

of the document

through negative

or

of the division" among Christians (DESA #6.5.4) and
tends to induce the ecumenical zeal into Catholics by recalling the "limited form
witness to the sad state

of

with other Christians. This is

propagated especially through what
general
by which it
of
Such
to
the
promotion of
hopes
highlight
pain
separations (DESA #6.5.6).
of
could
be
the
sadness
Christian
described as
unity by highlighting
disunity
sharing"

"norm of abstinence from the Eucharist,"

IJESA terms the

ccumcnism via

negativa. Granted that SACBC may have taken this

overcome

the

dangers

of

measure

in

proselytism, which often beset
young churches, nevertheless, there is need for positive engagement in
ccumcnisrn by highlighting the goodness of Christian unity and by marshalling
out more measures through which churches can positively engage or encounter
one another in the process of reconciliation. We term the latter
approach an
ccurncnisrn via positiva.

order to

indifferentism

or
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I urge you to look inside yourselves. Look to the riches of
Here, you will find genuine freedom
your own traditions
....

here, you will find Christ who will lead you to the
So, after pointing

the effectiveness

out

(or not) of

some

truthr'''

of DESA's

measures, I wi 11 brief) y examine the "fruitful fields" of ecumenical

initiatives, which this document proposes and then discuss some of
its recommendations. The aim is to see how best they represent the
Catholic tradition and how true

they

the

are to

exigencies

of life in

Africa.

Eucharistic Communion and Mixed
taken

Marriages:

relates

DESA

One of the

what it terms

by
interesting
"spiritual communion." Perhaps motivated by the African sense of
the family and values of hospitality, DESA #6.5.3 and #7.12
measures

promote in

a

to

somewhat limited sense, a kind of the Eucharistic
mixed
non-Catholic
at
marriage
spouses

for

hospitality

celebrations. In the

however, the

sense

expression

in which it is used in this document,

tends to defend

a

rigid

Catholic

position

intcrcornmunion, which from the eyes of the affected non
Catholics, could appear haughty. Traditionally, this practice is
on

reserved for Catholics who

are

barred in conscience (as
.

a

result., of

personal conviction of grave sin) from stepping forward to receive
the Holy Eucharist at Holy Mass. Adopting the measure for non
Catholics

(who, could

the moment of

even

attending

be without serious sin in their hearts at

the Eucharistic

celebration) could imply

without any mortal sin in their hearts they are not better
than Catholics who are in mortal sin. Instead of serving the spiritual
that

even

need of non-Catholics, who have

.tacitly

manifested their belief in

by stepping forward to receive it, this directive
frustrates the hope of reconciling the churches. If, on

the Eucharist

unwittingly

hand, the sin of Christian disunity is remorsefully
denounced at such occasion of the HoI y Mass, the reverence we all
the

36

other

'Paul II's homily given at the
Lilongwe (6 May. 1989) is also

This exhortation, which is contained in John

conclusion of his sixth
restated in Ecclesia in

visit to Africa,

pastoral
Africa, #48.
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(Catholics and non-Catholics alike)
Eucharist will

commitment to Christian
it

sign;
prohibitive
a

also

is

a

Eucharist

directives tend rather to focus

as a source

DESA

unity. Moreover, the Eucharist is not only
of unity [DESA #6.3.1(a}j.' Such

source

should also

measures

pay to Jesus Christ in the Holy
'This can deepen the churches'

rather increase.

rightly

of

be taken

to

on

the former and

promote the

so

of the

nature

unity.

delineates

some areas

of church life

as

"fruitful

fields" of ecumenical collaboration, namely, the general pastoral
ministry, the relationship with the AICs, and inter-church

marriages.
initiatives

In respect to these, the document either takes
recommends further dialogue.

some

or

Ecumenical Parish Pastoral Councils:

Concerning

matters

of

pastoral concerns, DESA #2.6 recommends the possibility
restructuring parish pastoral councils in such a way that could
open up their membership to Christians from other traditions in the
neighbourhood provided that there is a "reciprocal representation"
from such non-Catholic communities. Perhaps, the logic behind
common

of

this

draw

measure

is that the
in

together

more

matters

of

Christians from various churches
common

concern

the

better

they

appreciate each other. Indeed, as Teresa Okure also
observes, sharing together the existential or practical issues of life
understand and

brings Christians of various churches more closely together than
theological discussions do.37
Worship with AlCs: DESA not only encourages the local
Catholic churches of Southern Africa to reach out to the AICs (cf.,
#1.7), it also urges them to explore the possibility of engaging in
..JI

TI

Teresa

Okure

"bonding people

highlights the greater relevance of praxis overt/theory in
together" or in' separating them within the African context.

Teresa Okurc," The Church

Interfaith

Dialogue

as

Family of

God: A

Theological

Framework for

in the African Context." Voices from the Third World Vol. 28

no.2 (2005): 177-·i97, 183. Though made in connection with Christian-Muslim
dialogue in Africa, this statement also corroborates our position regarding the
importance of praxis in ecumenical interaction between Christian churches in
predominantly oral African Cultures.

,
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non-sacramental

worship

with

one

or

more

latter

of the

(cf.,

#5.3.1). It not only considers the relation between the Catholic
Church and the AICs an urgent matter but also urges for
ecumenical dialogue between them (cf., n. 2.1.2). Actually in the

theological significance, the Ales are
becoming so significant that they can no more be ignored by any
well-meaning ecumenical enterprise in Africa." Yet, since the
AICs have not fully articulated any coherent academic system of
ecclesiology of their own, such a dialogue could best be conducted
by exploring their existentialist family-like notion of the church,
which ordinarily appeals to Africans and which the local Catholic
Churches in Africa are also beginning to appreciate. Thus, in order
that D/�'SA's invitation to dialogue may be welcomed by the AICs,
or for the former to successfully stimulate closer communion
scale of numerical

and

between the Catholic Church and the AICs, the invitation needs to

incorporate in its directives, such tenets of the church
God, which is enshrined in ecclesia in Africa.

as

family

of

Affirming Courageous Recommendations of Directory on
for Southern Africa (DESA): With regard to some

Ecumenism

courageous recommendations that DESA has made, one recalls the
above-mentioned urge for member-dioceses to engage, as a matter
of urgency, in dialogue and in non-Sacramental forms of worship
with one or more of the Ales (DESA #2.1.2 and #5.3.1). The
courage in this injunction could be better appreciated when
considers the fact that this option (non-sacramental worship)
38

one

was

the. section of the book dealing with "African Independent Churches'
Karkkainen argues that the AICs, which according to him, are

In

Ecclesiology,"
distinguishable

from the

"protest

movements" within the historical

or

established

churches of Africa, claim 50% of the total Christian population in the rural areas
of Zimbabwe. Karkkainen, An Introduction to EcclesioLogy, 194-201, esp., 195.

increasing status of these churches in many parts of Africa. In view
proposal for the Catholic-AfCs dialogue, however, a few obstacles may
still lie ahead. One is that the AICs' mode of theology, which is heavily oral and
narrative, is different from that of its counterpart (Catholic theology), which is
highly systematized. Secondly, how can the two highly juridical (Catholic) and

Such is the

of the

fluid

or

less institutional (AICs) models of the church be reconciled?
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reserved in RD #36

out-rightly

Communities
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only
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Churches and eccIesial

to "the

which the Catholic Church 'has established

with

ecumenical relations." Yet, lJESA's issuing authority (Southern
African Catholic Bishops' Conference) does not hesitate to exercise
the discretion accorded it in RD #130. For instance, DESA #6.5.3
and 7.12 did declare that occasions of "special feasts or events" .in

which

one

legitimate

accompanies

one's

circumstances that

spouse

can

Sunday Mass,

to

warrant

the

sharing

of

are

Holy

Communion between Catholics and other Christians. One' other
courageous recommendation contained in DESA is seen in its
broadening of the interpretation of above-mentioned RD position
intcrcommunion. This is most evident in DESA ## 6.5.3

regarding

and' 6.3.8. While the former recommends family

special

as

occasion

in

which

non-Catholics

or

marriage

feasts

approach the
analysis, what is

can

Eucharist, the latter submits that "in the final

required is that the individual requesting admission to the Eucharist
must personally manifest Catholic faith in the sacrament." Such a
prizing of personal acceptance of the Eucharistic faith over
institutional requirement is ecumenically healthy. It is inspired by
pastoral concerns' (cf., DESA #6.1) and tends to obey the most
fundamental missionary maxim-"salvation of Souls" (cf., DESA
#6.4 )-which is a higher value than the full ecclesial communion
earlier mentioned in DESA #6.1. Furthermore, ##7.10 and 7.12
urge that special consideration be given to couples in mixed

who wish to

approach the sacraments together.
DESA Should Integrate African Cultural Strengths: These few
steps are courageous and commendable. Such locally inspired
directives can strengthen the drive to incorporate within the
ecumenical
thrust of African Christianity,
typical African
communitarian institutions, symbolisms and norms like the
extended family and other ties or bonds of social solidarity."

marriage

.w

The Lineamenta ·of the

acknowledges

that

as a

Synod

of

Bishops' Special Assembly' for Africa
"integral human development"

world-acclaimed leader in

and promoter of peace and reconciliation tLlneamenta.
enormously promote bonds .of communion and

can

45), the church in Africa

fellowship through

the
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African cultures, according to Ecclesia in Africa, are blessed with
immense sense of solidarity and community life expressed in
extended

family-systems

etc., which should
Such should be

be

preserved as
priceless
heritage.l"
given far greater
attention in the provisions of any African church directory, than
they actually do in DESA. An articulated set of culturally-raised
symbols of unity, needless to say, could also be a unique African
contribution to the global ecumenical enterprise. Useful as they are,
such explorations are yet to receive the attention of not just DESA
cultural

but also other local churches in Africa.

Inserting DESA within the Larger African
Catholicism and Christianity
Having seen from the foregoing the interplay between the local and
universal Catholic dimensions of DESA, and the viability or
effectiveness ofits directives, it is pertinent here to try to ascertain
its overall relevance within the larger perspective of the ecumenical
movement in Africa. First, I will assess its significance within the
pan-African Catholic ecclesiology and ecumenism. Secondly, I
consider its place within the larger African Christian equation in
terms of its ability to reach out to other African Christian churches
Evaluation:

and ecclesial

communities and how

successful

it could be in

stimulating among them reciprocal or joint ecumenical efforts. Part
of this investigation is to determine how true DhSA is to the

general living conditions and basic values in Africa especially by
promoting appropriate models of ecumenism that can be culturally
sustainable.

instrumentality of
family spirit and

such

positive values like "sense of community, the extended
solidarity," especially if they are freed of the evil of
tribalism t lineamenta, 38 and 39). Thus, it is difficult to understand why the
experiences gained by the church from such an outstanding role were not heavily
drawn from in the formulation of DESA. This would have equipped the
document further for the task of promoting communion and fellowship among
clan

the churches and ecclesial communions in Africa.
,W

Ecclesia in Africa, #43.
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Pan-African. Catholic Ecclesiology andEcumenism
outright that DHSA which has the Southern
area as its particular audience and sphere of operation is

J)1�'SA &

It must be stated

African

limited in scope. Moreover, the circumstances in this area, which
background, are not completely the same as those in other

form its

parts of Africa. Yet the emergence

ecclesiology through

Ecclesia in

of

Africa

a

dominant

pan-African

somehow necessitates that

efforts of local Catholic churches in any part of Africa should take
a cue from it. Understandably, since the family remains the "most

important reality" in' the life of Africans, a dominant and all
pervading institution41 which encompasses even the dead42, the said
African Catholic ecclesiology is typified by the model of the
church as family of God. Hence, one major way to help local
ecumenical efforts gain 'pan-African relevance is to build them on
this
dominant
ecclesiological thrust of modem African
The
extent
this has been achieved in DE'SA, coming
Catholicism.
after nine years of the publication of Ecclesia in Africa, will -bc
exami ned here.
To start

with, DESA # 7.10-7.12 did

use" be made of the

not

urge that "full
mixed marriage

only

offered in

opportunities
promoting local ecumenism. It takes the initiative in
this direction by endorsing the occasion of mixed marriage
celebration as a legitimate (special) ground for allowing a non
Catholic
to
partake in the Holy Communion.' These
recommendations,
apparently inspired by the prevailing
of
African
background
family values, constitute an expansion of
the meaning (or broad interpretation) of the provisions in RD. Such
situation for

41

John Pobee, Towards an African Theology, Nashville, Tennessee: Abingdon
Press, 1979, 79.
,p
John S. Mbiti, African Religions 'and Philosophy, (Nairobi
Kampala Dar es
Salaam: East African Educational publishers, 1999), 8-9, 83, 105. See Mercy
Arriba Oduyoye, "The African Family as a Symbol of Ecurnenism,' One ill
Christ 25 (1989): 238--254, 241.
_.
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efforts

are

further

broadening.

commendable

as

hallmarks'"

they

also stand in need of

some

family institution in Africa
qualify
platform for the church's
ecumenical enterprise in this co.ntinent, namely, its high sense of
solidarity''" by which each member refrains from regarding himself
or herself to be more important than the others but rather feels
incomplete without the other. The other is itS' elastic mechanism for
regulating andregularizing diversities within its domain.f Such a
richly endowed natural institution that makes African culture a
citadel of human interdependence and solidarity deserves a pride of
place in local ecumenical directi ves. Since it has the capacity to
make members cherish and develop one another in their legitimate
and' enriching differences, the family institution, therefore, deserves
a vital role in inculcating ecumenical principles into the individual
members of the churches. These features and values of the family
institution do witness a multiplier effect through the extended
family system, wherein a household can be made up of several
nuclear fami lies the young marriageable youths of which are
At-

tend

.

as

least,

two

it

to

as

of the

the most viable

.
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Other values that

are

represented

in the African

family institution,

as

listed in

the Instrumentum Laboris, include: Alliance (#4.1.1.); kinship (#4.2); Solidarity
(#4.3); Love for and promotion of life (#4.4); Respect for elders and parents

(#4.5); Veneration of ancestors (#4.6); Hospitality and reception (#4.7); Dialogue
and debate (#4.8). According to the document, these values or characteristics
remain the basis on which the church as family of God stands and the foundation
which it

promote Christian unity. #4.1.
unique hallmarks of the African family system is a circle of co
belonging, mutuality and solidarity that extends beyond the nuclear or immediate
families and stretches kinship through a bunch of extended families to the larger
clan or kindred unit. Von David Cheal, Family: Critical Concepts in Sociology,
London: Routledge, 2003, 130. Africa still preserves solidarity in its cultures.
John Paul II urged Africans to uphold positive cultural values; divest them of iII
fitting life styles and forms of human organisation being imposed on them from
many centers in the northern hemisphere. Ecclesia in Africa, 22.
·15
The African family institution possesses mechanisms by which it strives after
consensus, control of those in authority and reconciliation among disagreeing
parties. Instrumentum Laboris n. 2.7.

on
·14

can
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obliged to marry from outside their own family circles." This
bequeaths the system with an ever-expanding membership profile,
which continues to incorporate new members into the fold. So,
rather than fuel ethnicism or nepotism, as some fear, enshrining
such values in the Christian witness can help the churches
overcome
obstacles in their way to true reconciliation.47
essentially the transformation of members'
ways of thinking and attitude.l'' 'This can be achieved through the
family approach. Thereafter, church structures and institutions will
necessarily follow the same path of ecumenical regeneration. For
this reason, promoting the role of Christian family (a strategic form
of which is the mixed marriage traditions) as the beacon for
ecumenical development in Africa promises great di vidends.
It see1!ls evident that DESA failed to meaningfully incorporate
in its directives, any substantial local insights or initiatives
regarding either the family institution or other cultural values.
Indeed, apart from the brief history of the church in Southern
Africa and the mentioning of the names of the directory's issuing
authority (SACBC) along with the names of churches within its
area of jurisdiction, and some references to the AICs, most of
DESA's directives can pass for any regional Catholic ecumenical
directory from any part of the world. Thus, it makes sense to argue
that DESA lacks a distinctively African character. It rather seems
that its aim was to preserve t-he global Catholic ecumenical
tradition thereby limiting its obligation to raise local initiatives. So,
considered from the perspective of its attention to the prevailing
needs of African Catholicism, namely, inculturation, human
Ecumcnism

46
47

48

Oduyoye,

entails

'The African

Family

as a

Symbol

of Ecumenism, 239 and 240.

Instrumentum Laboris, #4.2.4.

Through its structure and mode of life, the family institution enhances not only
inter-dependent form of living; it also promotes a co-contributory and all
engaging approach to contliet resolution. Such is an asset in the inter-church or
mixed family context that offers great opportunity for moulding the lives of
members in line with the principles of ecumenism. Theo Sunderrneier, The
Individual and Community in African
'//aditiollal Religions, Hamburg: LIT
Verlag, 1998, 17 and 18.
an
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DESA has not
African

especially the family values, one can
fully lived up to its expectations both in the

and

development

region

say that
Southern

and the whole of Africa.

religious life in Africa
only natural to expect in
local African ecumenical directi ves, policies that draw from and
strengthen this background. Focusing on family values, therefore, I
Since,

as

already stated, social
family institution,

revolves around the

are

it is

this section to examine how congruent DESA's
pan-African Catholic exigencies. Indeed, much

have -tried in

directives

and

to

still needs to be done in this direction.
efforts that
the

family

assign

institution and values,

ecumenical frameworks that
of the

emerging

Obviously,

it is

only

such

substantial ecumenical roles to clements of

more

incorporating

the

same

into local

be said to represent the true nature
ecumenical tradition in African Catholicism. One
can

local ecumenical efforts in Africa like DESA to try
to maximize the gains of the existing ecumenical provisions on the
cannot but urge

institution

family

ecumenical

and

potentials

to

of the

DESA and the

The Catholic Church's

integrate insights
family.

derived

from

the

Larger African Christianity
for her internal ecumenical

growth
inseparable from her desire.for reconciliation with other churches
and ecclesial communities.Y From the perspective of the wider and
concern

is

more

inter-church reconciliation in Africa, the current
tries to assess how appealing are DESA' s approaches and

complex

study
policies

to

non-Catholic churches and ecclesial communities where

it operates. This entails evaluating DESA's effort in line with issues.
that are considered basic and common to the essence of African

49

RD 57e. The basic conviction here is that at least from the

missionary

and

evangelical traditions,

serve

its host and

that from the ecumenical
aim to facilitate both the

well

as

church

now

exists

perspective of their
simply to cater for

spirit of aggiornamento demands that each church
larger human community. Needless then to restate
standpoint, the Catholic ecumenical principles should
internal ecumenical growth of the Catholic Church as

its members alone. Rather. the

should also

no

inter church ecumenical needs.
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and

Christianity in general. Generally speaking, two
paradigms, namely, inculturation (the church's local identity) and
human development (an overriding need in
Africa) hold the key for
in
all church movements and thinking
Africa. The paradigms serve
as yardstick for assessing the efficiency and relevance of DESA' s
policies and even the entire Catholic principles of ecumenism. This

culture

evaluation of DESA is limited

to how reckons with inculturation.

At the basis of inculturation is the issue of Christian

identity,

which is very essential both for the establishment of authentic local
churches and the process of church reconciliation.5o Indeed,

nothing helps the
Christianity more
through which the
an

authentic

local

process of ecumenism in the young African
than a balanced process of inculturation."

churches

collectively

identity.52

seek to

give Christianity

'The need for such is clear since

50

Such conviction runs through many of the replies to the questionnaire which
this author sent to all the catholic dioceses in Africa in the course of an empirical
survey he conducted concerning the state of ecumenism in the local Catholic
Churches of Africa. For instance, the respondent from a Diocese in the Republic

of

Benin

categorically

d'enracinement de la foi

primary

concern

states:
"notre premiere preoccupation est cela
catholique; plus tard, nous pouvons dialoguer" (our

is to enable the catholic faith take root, after which

we

may

dialogue-Questionnaire de recherche doctorale, Republic of Benin:
2005, 11.) The question remains, however, that such a disposition misses out on
the opportunity to instil the spirit of ecumenism early in the foundation of the
church being established. Moreover, cultures are never static and inculturation is
an on-going process, which requires constant updating. What is needed is that
Christians be reasonably acquainted, as soon as possible, with the specifics of
their own denominations with the disposition of appreciating the good in other
traditions and the tendency to open up to one another.
51
See "Relatio ante disceptationem (11 April 1994)," in L'Osservatore Romano,
13 April, 1994,4. The achievement of African identity involves the erection of
indigenous modes of expressing the faith and being a church as well as a local
system of Christian values and meaning that is distinctively African in character.
52
John Paul II and the Synod Fathers at the special Assembly for Africa
recognize the great need for the church in. Africa to delineate "as clearly as
possible what it is and what it must fully carry out in order that its message may
be relevant and credible." Ecclesia in Africa, #21. The missionary enterprise in
Africa, which not only introduced the people to a new religion (Christianity),
engage in

Peter Uzochukwu

32

African

gravity for global
Christianity"
proliferation
of churches and lack of concerted effort to indigenize the faith. The
major way any Christian venture in Africa (e.g., evangelisation or
the ecumenical movement) can be meaningful and credible is by
first dealing with the issue of identity through inculturation. Where
a clear self-knowledge and self identity is lacking, confusion and
alienation will likely take over. 'This does not help dialogue. It is
high time African church-authorities and theologians gave priority
to an intcgral
and genuine appropriation of the Christian faith in
Africa. This enables the young churches to find voice and rhythm
in the networks of inter-church ecumenical endeavours. Regardless
of the general mutual scepticism, distrust and prejudice among the

Christianity,

the

emerging

new centre

of

still lacks cohesion due to the incessant

'"

churches,

one

way Catholics and non-Catholics

can

understand

also gave them the impression that being a Christian and taking up a European
way of life were somewhat inseparable. This, in Setri Nyomi's view, has led to a
double alienation of the

from their traditional

and then from their cultural

Setri

African

people; first
identity.
Approach," Bekehrung und

Fremdeni

und

Vertrautem,

Dagmar Heller, (Frankfurt
53

Beiheft

am

ldentitiit:
zur

religious community
Integrity: An
Okumene als Spanung zwischen

Nyomi,

"Conversion in

Okurnenischen Rundschau, 73, ed.
Verlag, 2003) 201-207,202.

Main: Otto Lernbeck

Africa is the continent with

one of the largest concentrations of Christians in
today. Proffering reasons for such some scholars hold that church
expansion makes spectacular progress among people of "basic" (John B.
Taylor's preferred meaning for primal) world-view or lifestyle. Taylor's
remarkable assertion may have been vindicated by current statistics depicting the
so-called Third World, namely, Latin America, Africa and Asia (where the
majority of such communities exist) as having become the demographic centre
for global Christianity. David B. Barret & Todd M. Johnson, World Christian
AD 2200: Interpreting the Annual Christian Megacensus,
Trends AD 30
(California: William Carey Library, 2001),3.
)4
This is because all aspects of ecumenism are interrelated. According to the
Catholic response to BEM, no aspect of ecumenism e.g., theological dialogue or
sharing in Christian heritage should be isolated from other ecumenical efforts.
Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity, "Roman Catholic Response," in
Churches Respond to BEM: Official Responses to the 'Baptism, Eucharist and
Ministry.' Vol. VI, Faith and Order Paper 144, cd., Max Thurian (Geneva: World

the world

-

Council of Churches.

1988) 1-40,36.
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each other better, and thus promote ecumenism, is by listening to
the Spirit speaking to them through each other rather than each side

merely repeating

its

own

official church

teaching

or

documenr'"

as

DESA tends to do.
It is my contention that considering its strategic presence in
Africa, the Catholic Church not only has a vital role to play in

African ecumenism, it is also well-equipped to evolve
acceptable local model for promoting Christian

generally
unity. By
56
employing more African concepts, values and sensitivities, DESA
can
successfully serve the dual purpose of ecumenically
regenerating the local Catholic Church while at the same time
promoting reconciliation within the other churches in the African
Christianity.
Ecumenism is, without doubt, a common Christian project,
which no single church can achieve alone. The true value of a
church's ecumenical efforts is, therefore, ascertained by viewing
them

from

the

other churches'

lenses.

a

So, for local Catholic

directives and initiatives like DESA to convince the other churches
and Christian communities in Africa of the

genuineness

interests and advances of the Catholic Church towards

them, their

sufficient respect for the
expressions
sensitivities of the other communities. Without speaking a language

contents

and

of the

must

show

understandable to other churches and without

))

promoting

visions

or

Jeffrey, Vanderwilt, A Church without Borders: the Eucharist and the
Perspective, Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press,
1998, 112. This does not necessarily mean compromising one's own tradition.
Indeed, being abreast with one's own tradition is a credible starting point for
dialogue. More than that, however, each church should always show its openness
to possible reviews and thus should always try to re-engage its existing positions
in the light of the fundamental issues of faith. This not only removes deadlocks,
it also sustains the interest of the dialoguing parties that are open to the
promptings of the Holy Spirit.
See

Church in Ecumenical

56

One way to achieve this in the current local African ecclesial context is to
a home-grown Catholic model of ecumenical reconciliation in Africa,

evolve

which
and

can

be drawn from the local

sharing.

African

cultural

resources on

reconciliation
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ideals

they

identify with,

can

no

Catholic directive

can

move

them

Measured

against the
project.
aforementioned prevailing background of African Christianity,
therefore, DESA seems to have some shortcomings. Apart from
apparently containing no clear indication of pursuing such wider
goals, it also presents little or nothing that can positi vely engage
to engage with it in the reconciliation

non-Catholics in
..

substantially
other

or

limits its

Christian

them to its ecumenical drives. This

attract

capacity

to seek or receive the

in

comrnuruues

the

task

support of the
of

resolving

denominational differences in Africa. It is, therefore, hoped that
whenever DESA may be reviewed, it would widen the perspectives
of its contents and

approaches to attend to the wider reality of
Christianity. DESA, however, constitutes a
regard to internal ecumenical regeneration.

African Catholicism and

good

start with

Conclusion
The

main

regeneration
this is

of

goal

DESA

remains

the

internal

ecumenical

of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa. Allied to

the task of

repositioning

the Catholic

Church

towards

reconciliation with the other churches and Christian communities.
As it is, DESA's
determined

dynamics

by

success

its

on

the inter-denominational

level is

intra-ecclesial viability. Considering
Christianity in Africa, which we

of Catholicism and

the
have

examined above, and the ecumenical commitment of the Catholic

Church, any revision of DESA in the future, would need
its

perspectives

in both content and

approach.

to

widen

