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VATICAN CITY — A new Vatican docu-
mentemphasizing the “exclusive, universal
and ahsolute” value of Jesus Christ prompt-
ed mostly cautious approval from Catholic
dialogue experts and disappointment
among representatives of other churches.

: Takmg aim at the notion that “one reli-
gion is as good as another,” the document
warned against concessions to- religious
pluralism in the church: - -

The -36-page declaration, “Dominus
Iesus: On the Unicity and Salvific Univer-
sality of Jesus Christ and the Church,” was
signed by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, pre-
fect of the Congregation for the Doctrine
of the Faith, and was published Sept. 5.

While acknowledging that non-Chris-
tians can be saved through a special grace
that comes from Christ, the document said
the church can never be considered mere-
ly as “one way of salvation alongside those
constituted by the other religions.”

Regarding ecumenical dialogue, it said
that despite a certain level of communion
with other Christian churches, the “church
of Christ ... continues to exist fully only in
the Catholic Church.”

In a letter to the world’s bishops, Cardi-
nal Ratzinger said Pope John Paul II had
approved the document and wanted its
contents to be accepted by the entire
church. Cardinal Ratzinger said the docu-
ment was drafted in response to “the grow-
ing presence of confused or erroneous
ideas or opinions” that. cast doubt upon
Christianity’s universal mission.

The text said there was a tendency

among modern Christians to be silent

about Christ, to consider him as just one
historical manifestation of God, to elevate
other religions as pathways to salvation, to

downplay Scripture and to undervalue the

ent receives mixed reviews

church as an institution. It warned that
these ideas are “contrary to Catholic faith”
and listed a series of truths it said must be
“firmly held” by all Catholics.

proclamation is endangered today by rela-
tivistic theories which seek to justify reli-
gious pluralism,” it said.

The document struck an ecumenical
nerve in stating that ecclesial communities
that have not preserved the valid episco-
pate through apostolic succession and the
valid Eucharist “are not churches in the
proper sense.” :

Speaking at a press conference, Cardinal
Ratzinger criticized what he called an “ide-
ology of dialogue” that attempts to replace
mission and conversion in the church with
a “false sense of religious tolerance.”

The cardinal said that while the church
teaches that good things can exist in other
religions, “one cannot close one’s eyes to
the errors and illusions that are also pre-
sent” in those religions.

Although the impact of the document
was expected to be highest in the church’s
dxalogue with non-Christian faiths, most
initial reaction came from Catholic repre-
sentatives and other Christian churches.

Bishop Joseph A. Fiorenza of Galveston-
Houston, president of the National Con-
ference of Catholic Blshops, said the dec-
laration provides “a valuable service in
summarizing and clarifying the teaching of
the church.” He said the Catholic belief in
the unique salvific role of Jesus Christ and
his church “in no way diminishes the sin-
cere respect we have for the religions of the
human family or our conviction that their
followers can receive divine grace.”

Cardinal William H. Keeler of Balti-
more, a leader in dialogue with Jews and
Orthodox churchés, said he did not expect
the document to create problems for dia-
logue experts. Most dialogue partners ex-
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“The church’s constant missionary

pect the Catholic participants to be true to
their faith, which is what the Vatican dec-
laration insists upon, he said.

The World Council of Churches warned
of potential damage to ecumenical dia-
logue, however.

“What a tragedy” if the witness of joint
Christian cooperation “were obscured by
the churches’ dialogues about their relative
authority and status — however important
they may be,” the WCC said.

The WCC said it would have hoped for
“an acknowledgment of the many positive
developments” in ecumenical dialogue and
cooperation over the past 100 years.

The World Alliance of Reformed
Churches wrote to Vatican ecumenical of-
ficials of “disappointment and dismay” over
the document, which it said was “made
without ecumenical sensitivity” and “seems
to go against the spirit of Vatican IL.”

Christian leaders in Britain also ex-
pressed disappointment at the Vatican doc-
ument, but said their commitment to ecu- |
menical efforts remains unchanged.

Anglican Archbishop George Carey of
Canterbury, head of the worldwide Angli-
can Communion, said the document
“breaks no new ground” but fails to reflect
ecumenical understanding achieved in 30

- years of dialogue and cooperation.

“The idea that Anglican and other
churches are not ‘proper churches’ seems
to question the considerable ecumenical
gains we have made,” the archbishop said.

In Asia, retired Bishop Francisco Claver
of Malaybalay, Philippines, said the text
seemed out of synch with what most Asian
bishops said at the 1998 Synod of Bishops
for Asia.

“It seems to resuscitate something that
we associate with the pre-Vatican II church
and that we have tried to avoid in our
preaching: a triumphalism that we thought
was a thing of the past,” the bishop wrote.
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wgratitude:.. Father Jonathan
weke; graduate of Bigard Memorial

Seminary inEnuugw, Nigeria writes:
“We thank yow for yow%bﬁm and
we still pray yow to- continue to- support
owr seminary for we still need move
laborery inthe vineyard as the hawrvest
iy plenty. Be assured of ouwr prayers and
may God bless yow all.”
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Some of the close to fourth year seminarians at
Bigard Memorial Seminary.

FATHER NWEKE serves now as an assistant priest in a
parish that serves about 12,000 Catholics. With your
help through the PROPAGATION OF THE FAITH, many

- more young men will be able to answer the call to
serve as priests, as “laborers in the Lord’s vineyard.”
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