Ecumenicalism

Unity Through Ignoring Disunity

Introduction

Imagine a race car with 4 differently sized wheels, all of them at different levels of inflation...speeding along the track...at 200 MPH...into a corner...with 5 people fighting for control of the car. The race car is, in essence, a practical analogy of ecumenicalism. Ecumenicalism is the movement within Christendom [and sometimes from without] to bring unity to the body of churches that comprise Christendom by ignoring doctrinal differences in the name of Christ or peace or love.

One Catholic writer, Peter Kreeft, wanting to see at least unity among those alive under the large banner of “with religion” suggested that all religious people ban together to convert those who are irreligious or atheist to a religious view in his book Ecumenical Jihad. This concept hasn’t spread throughout the church, fortunately; because with this idea, any religion is acceptable. Many communities have had ecumenical meetings wherein the various church bodies come together and meet in a large worship service out in a public place to help bring about greater unity in the church in that community. This often is focused on just singing praise songs and then having a brief devotional that focuses on very general doctrines, or sometimes a specific passage talking about unity [usually out of context]. 

What's Wrong with Ecumenicalism?

Just Jesus

Ecumenicalism’s core problem is that it doesn’t recognize doctrinal error, and instead focuses on the idea of unity as the most important concept. Truth in doctrine (Eph. 4:25) is a non-concept because unity replaces truth. Jesus is often the ‘unifying concept. The argument is that if we focus on Christ our differences are made small. The problem is often in the definition of who Christ is. The legalist doesn’t grasp that we are dead to the law and so comes to the table with the idea that all believers are still in the bondage of the Law and must perform certain tasks. The charismatic comes to the table with a desire to set everyone free from the bondage of rigid ‘religion’ and let them speak in tongues, heal everyone, and usher in a new Pentecost. The liturgist wants to bring to the table the pattern for the one true religious service and experience. Each party comes together with a preconceived notion of what Christianity looks like and the unity will come by lowering the standard to the lowest common denominator... which doesn’t look much like unity, but instead it looks like nothing, because that’s what they agree on.

Dialog to Redefine

Other forms of ecumenicalism involve dialoging. The concept behind this is that if we understand one another more clearly we’ll understand that there isn’t as big of a difference between our views as we originally thought. This doesn’t look for one person to switch views (conversion to one idea), but instead for both parties to understand each other, and possibly to redefine words to be able to agree on the same propositional statement (even if we interpret that propositional statement differently still), or work out propositional statements that are vague enough that most members of both/all parties can sign off on them. An example of two specific statements that disagree would be:

1. All men are born sinners

2. All men will eventually sin 

However, you can write a vague statement that both parties may be able to agree on: All people sin. Because any sense of timing has been removed both views may be able to sign off on the statement even though they are not in agreement fundamentally. Dialoging to bring unity doesn't necessarily bring unity, but it can lead to ambiguity.

Experience, Time or Culture Will Erase Some Division

There is a trend among some ecumenical proponents that certain issues will go away with time, experience or cultural changes. Some groups believe that once others experience their experience that all division will go away because the experience proves the doctrine. Some ecumenists believe that as the culture grows to understand women’s rights that the egalitarian views of unity will come to displace the roll based description of the biblical household. In short culture will supersede scriptural descriptions and unity will exist in the body of Christ on this topic as well as with the secular culture. While some cultural cases of this have gone away within churches and denominations, not all doctrinal difference, until the rapture, will go away simply due to time or experience.

Different Ecumenical Movements

Evangelicals & Catholics Together (ECT)

The ECT was formed to bring unity to the Catholics and the Evangelical Protestants. Well known protestant signers of the ECT doctrinal statement include: Dr. Os Guinness, Dr.  J. I. Packer, and Pat Robertson. The ECT doctrinal statement includes statements like, “All who accept Christ as Lord and Savior are brothers and sisters in Christ. Evangelicals and Catholics are brothers and sisters in Christ.” The problem with statements like that are things like the Catholic Catechism saying in article 841, “The plan of salvation also includes those who acknowledge the Creator, in the first place amongst whom are the Muslims; these profess to hold the faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God, mankind's judge on the last day.” And later in article 846, “...the [Roman Catholic] Church...is necessary for salvation...” How can Protestants be accepted by the Roman Catholic Church and “saved' unless they abandon their protestant position?

National Association of Evangelicals (NAE)

The National Association of Evangelicals was formed to bring ecumenical unity to the evangelical church in 1942. Below is their ‘Statement of Faith" which is required for faculty and students at Denver Seminary to agree with:

· We believe the Bible to be the inspired, the only infallible, authoritative Word of God.
· We believe that there is one God, eternally existent in three persons: Father, Son and Holy Spirit.
· We believe in the deity of our Lord Jesus Christ, in His virgin birth, in His sinless life, in His miracles, in His vicarious and atoning death through His shed blood, in His bodily resurrection, in His ascension to the right hand of the Father, and in His personal return in power and glory.

· We believe that for the salvation of lost and sinful people, regeneration by the Holy Spirit is absolutely essential.

· We believe in the present ministry of the Holy Spirit by whose indwelling the Christian is enabled to live a godly life.

· We believe in the resurrection of both the saved and the lost; they that are saved unto the resurrection of life and they that are lost unto the resurrection of damnation.

· We believe in the spiritual unity of believers in our Lord Jesus Christ.

What is missing from these statements? One example: the fourth bullet point doesn’t specify how someone is to be saved. These points are so generally true that many, many people could agree with them. The nature of this statement and its lack of doctrinal specificity make it a classic ecumenical document. Compare this doctrinal statement to the Holly Hills Bible Church doctrinal statement as well as that of many other churches and you’ll find out what sorts of doctrinal commitments the group has.

Billy Graham Crusades

The Billy Graham Crusades bring Christians from all different backgrounds together to reach out to their communities as one body. While evangelism is good involving Catholics in this outreach inherently ties legalism and the tradition oriented doctrines of Catholicism into some of the converts’ lives. Converts are asked to “find a good church,” where they can grow. While we trust in the Lord to conform every believer into the image of Christ this irresponsibility may cause years of struggle and turmoil for believers. By ignoring critical doctrines like identification, position and freedom from the Law the Billy Graham organization bring unity in the name of Christianity by ignoring almost all doctrinal differences between the gospel the Bible teaches and what the Catholic church teaches (some difference outlined in the previous polemics lesson on Roman Catholicism and in the ECT section of this document).

Religious Tolerance

This movement is a secular movement that seeks to bring unity between world religions through dialog. This movement has many different groups involved including non-fundamentalist Muslims, Christians, Jews, and varying other world religions. By teaching “tolerance” or co-existence they breach the gap between the multiple paths to spiritual enlightenment. By reducing spiritual truth to spiritual opinion and eternity in heaven or hell to, “eternity wherever you believe it is,” this group clearly reaches beyond Christendom and is very dangerous to the souls of those who buy into their plans and methods.

Community Bible Studies

This extra-biblical movement is often of concern. Many cities have Community Bible Studies where men or women come together and do studies on topics or books of the Bible. Often instead of tackling critical issues everyone comes together to share what they think the verses or passages mean and no one is wrong because hermeneutics are not discussed. These studies usually stay light on content and heavy on unity. Attendees agree to disagree and leaders often emphasize love and Jesus as the unifying focus.

The Biblical View of Unity

The scriptures are full of doctrine and unity in the scriptures is not a foreign topic. One

example is in Colossians 3:12-17 where Paul clearly outlines the attitude the believer

should have about what brings unity:

So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; bearing with one another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just as the Lord forgave you, so also should you. Beyond all these things put on love, which is the perfect bond of unity. Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body; and be thankful. Let the word of Christ richly dwell within you, with all wisdom teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing with thankfulness in your hearts to God. Whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks through Him to God the Father. (NASB)

Unity by God's Choice (verses 12,13)

Firstly we see that the body of Christ has been chosen by God — we are unified in that state of being chosen. As a result of that chosen state our natural response in the new man should be a heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. When things get tough we should be bearing with one another, forgiving one another and letting personal complaints go. Since God was able to forgive our serious sin-debt, it should be a logical conclusion for us to forgive others sins against us!

Unity as a Result of Love (verse 14) As if all of those things were not enough we should be acting in love which is the perfect binding agent for unity. The binding is that of a ligament and is the exact word used in Colossians 2:19 to say ligament! The concept is that because Christ is the body’s head and because He is the one who is supplying what the body needs we should love one another resulting in unity. Love doesn’t cause disharmony and disunity.

Unity by Doctrine & Thankfulness (Verse 15, 16)

Verses 15 and 16 clearly point out that our being chosen by God was to call us to have a Christ ruled heart. Christ's ruling in our heart happens to the entire body. Christ is our source of Truth. Furthermore by meditating on the Word of God (letting the word of Christ dwell within us) we will be able to, with wisdom, teach and admonish one another. What are the tools we should use for this edifying, unifying, gentle instruction? Psalms, Hymns and Spiritual songs are our tools. Those things produce thankfulness in our hearts towards God. Thankfulness towards God will produce unity instead of bitterness and dissension (see Col. 4:2).

Unity by His Life (Verse 17) 

Verse 17 finishes this thought about a life lived in the name of the Lord. Words and actions that are living out the love, kindness; thankfulness, forgiveness and patience of Christ don’t tend towards division. The rest of the chapter continues on in looking at unity in common relationships (granted slavery was a cultural issue that most modern Americans don’t come in contact with).

� It should be noted that discussion can bring unity, but that the purpose of ecumenical dialoging is not necessarily doctrinal unity, but looking for the lowest common denominator.


� http://nae.net/statement-of-faith/





HHBC - 41 Defense of the Faith & Discernment October 25, 2015

 Ecumenicalism - Page 1 of 5

