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To think the Church as communion (koinonia) is to see ecclesiology as inseparable from spirituality. 

In this Chiara was a great teacher. In this very short reflection I am being led by some powerful 

words of Chiara, taken from some of her talks; without any pretension to present her full thinking 

on such important concepts as the unity of Christians, the unity of the human family, reconciliation 

and Church reform. 

 

Chiara often recalled that the first steps in her spiritual and mystical understanding of the words of 

the Gospel determined the whole course of what she and her companions were later to achieve in 

their lives and in the Movement. 

  

Let me quote her: “The Testament of Jesus, his prayer for unity, chapter seventeen of John’s Gospel: 

I remember this was one of the first pages of the Gospel we read. It was an event of huge 

importance for us. We still have vivid memories of how, as we moved from one word to the next, 

each one seemed to light up. And now we understand that it was as if someone were saying to us: 

‘Look, you must learn many things in school, but the summary of it all is this: ‘sanctify them in the 

truth... may they all be one... you will have the fullness of joy... and you will be one as I am one with 

the Father’ (Jn 17:26) ... The Testament of Jesus seemed to us to be the summary of the Gospel. And 

we understood it with an awareness that could only be attributed to a special grace. Once we 

penetrated it — and as much as God willed — it became easier for us to understand the rest of the 

Gospel.” (Living Dialogue,  p. 86). 

 

Of this early experience, she said: “the words of God appeared to be remarkably new, as if we had 

never known them before.” (ibid., p. 76). 

 

After coming into contact with some Lutheran Christians Chiara says:   “Together by loving Jesus 

crucified and forsaken, present in the anomaly of our not being in full and visible communion, a 

sincere, candid and genuine fraternity was born among us.” (ibid., p. 62). The spirituality of 

communion, including communion with those not in her own Church, grew, not as a theory, but 

through the real, living experience of unbounded evangelical love. 

  

Just as Chiara and her companions heard the newness of the Gospel word in their hearts but only 

gradually came to realize its fuller implications, I think we can say that while the doctrine of the 

Church as communion was clearly present in the teachings of Vatican II, only now, almost sixty 
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years later, are the practical implications of this concept taking more definitive form in the 

institutional life of our Church, transforming the way the Church is present and acts in the world. 

 

This brief reflection is entitled “the Church as communion: a notion that still needs to be made real”, 

that still needs to become more real and effective in the personal and collective life of Christians  -- 

and especially, for many reasons, in the Catholic community. 

 

That Chiara was clearly aware of the enormous ecumenical potential of a reform of the Catholic 

Church in the direction of an ecclesiology of communion is evident where she  approvingly quotes a 

statement of Cardinal Willebrands of more than forty years ago. Let me read what she says: “Many 

years ago, Cardinal Willebrands, in an almost prophetic way, wrote that ‘the deepening and the 

working towards a balanced presentation of an ecclesiology of communion is a great possibility, 

perhaps the greatest possibility for tomorrow’s ecumenism.... I believe that so far as the 

reintegration of the Churches into unity is concerned, we have to follow the line of this ecclesiology, 

which as we have seen is both very ancient and very modern” (Willebrands, Address to Pro Oriente 

Foundation, February 3, 1975: Information Service 101 (1999/II-III), 134-140).  (See Living 

Dialogue, p. 19).  

 

A few months ago, at the annual meeting of the Conference of Secretaries of Christian World 

Communions -- an important ecumenical meeting that gathers representative leaders of about 

thirty-five churches and communities that are international in character and present world-wide,  -

-, virtually all those taking part expressed admiration and gratitude for the ministry of Pope 

Francis.  What are our ecumenical partners happy about? They nourish high hopes that the work of 

reform he has undertaken in the Catholic Church will bring a decisive benefit to their communities 

too, and that their dialogue with the Catholic Church, renewed along the lines suggested by Pope 

Francis, will more and more become a joint search for the will of Christ, free from any preconceived 

self-sufficiency or self-reference. 

 

What is Pope Francis doing that is of interest? It is not just a matter of his style, his simplicity and 

directness, or his call for humility, discernment and service, his commitment to the poor and the 

disadvantaged.  More decisively, he is introducing elements of real reform in the way the Church 

governs herself and carries out her mission in the world.  

 

He has in mind a reform both of the papacy and of the episcopate: "Since I am called to put into 

practice what I ask of others, I too must think about a conversion of the papacy. It is my duty, as the 

Bishop of Rome, to be open to suggestions which can help make the exercise of my ministry more 

faithful to the meaning which Jesus Christ wished to give it and to the present needs of 

evangelization" (Evangelii Gaudium 32). Not only that, but Pope Francis is convinced that, as he said 

at the commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the Synod of Bishops, on 17 October 2015, "in a 

synodal Church, greater light can be shed on the exercise of the Petrine primacy. The Pope is not, by 

himself, above the Church; but within it as one of the baptized, and within the College of Bishops as 

a Bishop among Bishops, called at the same time — as Successor of Peter — to lead the Church of 

Rome which presides in charity over all the churches." 

 

As for Bishops' Conferences, he writes: "The Second Vatican Council stated that, like the ancient 

patriarchal Churches, episcopal conferences are in a position ‘to contribute in many and fruitful 

ways to the concrete realization of the collegial spirit'. Yet this desire has not been fully realized, 
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since a juridical status of episcopal conferences ... has not yet been sufficiently elaborated" 

(Evangelii Gaudium 32).  

 

As regards the role of bishops, he often calls them to greater personal, pastoral responsibility, a 

responsibleness that cannot be altogether delegated to others or to impersonal structures. An 

example is the recent "Motu Proprio", on the reform of the canonical process for the causes of 

nullity of marriage. In that Letter, Francis returns to a key truth of the ecclesiology of the first 

millennium, always upheld in the East, not always maintained in the West, that the local bishop, and 

no other, is the guarantor of law and discipline. It is worth quoting the text: "It is thus hoped that 

the bishop... does not delegate completely the duty of deciding marriage cases to the offices of his 

curia." 

 

In the parallel Apostolic Letter, dealing with the Eastern Catholic Churches, the Pope describes the 

character of the bishop as the judge in spiritual things: "it is a very important mission of the bishop 

– [that he] is above all a minister of divine mercy; therefore, the exercise of juridical power is a 

privileged place where, using the laws of oeconomia or acribia, he himself imparts the Lord's 

healing mercy to the Christian faithful in need of it." 

 

There is more. Francis favours the role of intermediary levels of Church governance. Not everything 

should end up in Rome. He writes: "It is necessary that the appeal process be restored to the 

metropolitan see .... as a stable and distinctive sign of synodality in the Church". All of these are 

steps away from an over-centralized, monarchic exercise of authority towards a Church that is a 

spiritual communion in which every part plays its proper role, under the supreme law of love, 

solidarity, brotherhood, mutual accountability. 

 

In the Catholic-Orthodox dialogue, the Commission has spent over ten years clarifying what 

Catholics and Orthodox can say together about the exercise of authority and synodality in the life of 

the Church in the first millennium, when the Churches of East and West were still in communion. 

The similarity between the vision that has emerged from this painstaking theological and historical 

review and the vision that  Pope Francis is promoting is remarkable. 

 

Pope Francis is in search of a different, wider, balance of responsibility and authority in the Church 

- a genuine collegiality and synodality. He even suggests that  Catholics have something to learn 

from the Orthodox: "To give just one example, in the dialogue with our Orthodox brethren, we 

Catholics have a chance to learn something more about the meaning of episcopal collegiality and 

their experience of synodality" (Evangelii Gaudium 246 ). In short, fifty years after the Council, 

fundamental aspects of the Council’s vision of the Church as communion are being re-presented as 

a reform that can no longer be postponed. Importantly, Pope Francis is not pressing for some 

revolutionary novelty, but for the re-appropriation of certain dynamic values that belong 

diachronically to the essence of the Church as communion and community --  synodality and 

collegiality, pastoral discernment and respect for intermediate structures.  

 

For its part, the ecumenical world is convinced that this kind of reform of the Catholic Church is a 

major source of hope for ecumenism in the twenty-first century, in particular for the restoration of 

communion with the East. Pope Francis himself said to a delegation of the Patriarchate of 

Constantinople, on June 27, 2015: "The careful examination of how in the Church the principle of 

synodality and the service of the one who presides are articulated, will make a significant 

contribution to the progress of relations between our Churches."  
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The Catholic Church can legitimately aspire to be a leading  promoter of the unity of all  Christ's 

disciples, provided that the Church finds the courage to renew herself in harmony with the 

ecclesiological principles valid in the first millennium, detaching herself from elements too closely 

linked to certain juridical and secular political notions which emerged strongly in the second 

millennium in the West. Such a reform, so essential for the cause of Christian unity, cannot be 

seriously undertaken by  a Church that is inward-looking and self-referential. It can only be 

implemented by a Church that is humble and at prayer, a Church that, without fear, strives to live by 

the Lord's purposes, including that supreme intention prayerfully addressed to the Father at the 

Last Supper: "that they may all be one ... that the world may believe that you have sent me" (Jn 

17:21).  

 

In a meeting with Chiara, Konrad Raiser, a former Secretary General of the WCC,  brilliantly stated 

what should be our ecumenical attitude and action in this present phase: “our search for unity is 

not an effort to construct an edifice, but rather a process of divesting, of emptying ourselves of all 

that keeps us separate from Christ and from one another” (See Living Dialogue, p. 70).   Precisely 

because an ecclesiology of communion is not possible without a spirituality of communion, the 

Focolare Movement truly has a providential place at the heart of what the Spirit of God is saying to 

the Churches in this historical time of transformation. Chiara exhorts us: “So, we must treat one 

another as brothers and sisters; we need communion, solidarity, sharing... we need to see a great 

fraternity rise up in the world and — given that the problem is universal — a universal fraternity.” 

(ibid., p. 40). 

 

So, in the Movement, the spirituality of communion is also an ecclesiology of communion. As Chiara 

exhorts us: “it is our conviction that also the Churches themselves must love one another with this 

love. And we strive to work in this direction” (ibid., p. 42).  

 
 
 
 
 
 


