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Dearest Brothers and Sisters in Christ,


This Ecumenical Week is located at a crossroads in history, in the interweaving of memories, at the crossroads of ecumenism and social commitment of the Church. As the Apostle James writes, “What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if you say you have faith but do not have works? Can faith save you? ... For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead” (Ja 2:14, 26). This connection between faith and works is at the heart of the spirituality of the Servant of God Chiara Lubich, an extraordinary person with whom we were all closely connected.

Throughout her entire life, following the invitation of the Apostle Paul, Chiara Lubich “put on the whole armour of God to be able to stand against the wiles of devil” (Eph 6: 11). She experienced numerous bombings, especially during the Second World War, when people fled to the mountains to take shelter.

Displacement then became the symbol of her action. She placed herself at the service of the poorest and the most helpless. She had the same generous spirit as people she met in her missionary journey, including that of our predecessor, the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras, whom she met for the first time in Constantinople in June 1967.

We appreciate Chiara Lubich’s extraordinary reverence for Patriarch Athenagoras, as she wrote in 1972, reflecting on the meetings she had with Our Predecessor. This testimony is not a mere description of the Ecumenical Patriarch Athenagoras; it is also a sign of Chiara’s love for him. She wrote: “I remember that what impressed me during that first audience were not so much his words, but his person, the supernatural atmosphere that enveloped him and that all those who approach him usually experience. Above all, it was his heart: such a great, deeply human heart that made me wonder how many other people like this I had known.”

We can say these same words for Chiara Lubich. She was so imbued with a deep desire for unity, the unity of the body of Christ, the reconciliation of Christians in the fellowship and communion of the Churches.

The theme of reconciliation is central to the spirituality of Chiara Lubich. Reconciliation takes place in the relationship between the human and the divine. The work of Christ in the world is a work of reconciliation that goes beyond religion because it binds the Creator and humankind, both vertically and horizontally.

Reconciliation in Christ puts Christ at the centre of what makes humanity the image of God and in a dynamic relationship of resemblance. Christ is reconciliation. Let us remember the words of the Apostle Paul: “In Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation to us” (2 Cor 5:19).

Moreover, it is interesting to note that in the preceding verse St Paul actually speaks of “ministry of reconciliation” (2 Cor 5:18). Reconciliation is the point from which we must think of our communion with God and our unity in the Church and, as the important document of Lutherans and Catholics says, pass “From conflict to communion”.

As we now commemorate the 500 years of the Reformation, we must not think that the Orthodox world has no place within this reconciliation process. Eastern Christianity felt the need to respond, almost immediately, if not to say right away, to what was happening in Europe.

Certainly, Luther’s intention at the start was to reform the Roman Church from within. But the self-declaration of his movement, encountering the Humanism of that time and thanks in particular to the invention of the printing press, made the ecclesial context of the Old Continent become complex. Right from the beginning, the Orthodox Church was approached by representatives of the Reformation, as testified by numerous contacts that took place during the 16th century and the significant correspondence between the Ecumenical Patriarch of Constantinople Jeremiah II Tranos and the Lutherans of the University of Tübingen, regarding the Augsburg Confession. However, no agreement was reached. Nevertheless, the bilateral dialogue established between the Orthodox Church and the Lutheran World Federation in 1981 is considered a continuation of those 16th century exchanges, which in itself testifies to the existence of constant mutual interest.

Allow me to end this simple message by welcoming each and every participant to this Ecumenical Week, congratulating the Focolare Movement on its sincere and faithful commitment to the spirit of its founder Chiara Lubich, and finally invoking the Holy Spirit upon all of you so that, as our Lord Jesus Christ says: “That they may all be one. As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me” (Jn 17:21).
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