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The Holy Father Benedict  XVI has presided at  the t radi t ional  ecumenical  Vespers
celebrat ing the conclusion of  the Week of  Prayer for  the uni ty of  Chr ist ians.  Vespers have
been held at  the Basi l ica of  St .  Paul  Outside the Wal ls on the memorial  of  the Conversion
of the Apost le Paul .
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FEAST OF THE CONVERSION OF ST. PAUL
BASILICA OF ST. PAUL OUTSIDE THE WALLS

FRIDAY, 25 JANUARY 2013
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Dear Brothers and Sisters,

I t  is  a lways a joy and a special  grace to f ind ourselves gathered together around the tomb
of the Apost le Paul  for  the conclusion the Week of  Prayer for  Chr ist ian Uni ty.  I  greet
with af fect ion the Cardinals present,  in the f i rst  p lace Cardinal  Harvey, Archpr iest  of  th is
Basi l ica,  and with him the Abbot and the Community of  monks that are host ing us.  I  greet
Cardinal  Koch, President of  the Pont i f ical  Counci l  for  Promot ing Chr ist ian Uni ty,  and al l
the col laborators of  that  Dicastery.  I  address my cordial  and brother ly greet ings to His
Eminence Metropol i tan Gennadios,  representat ive of  the Ecumenical  Patr iarch;  Reverend
Canon Richardson, personal  representat ive of  the Archbishop of  Canterbury in Rome;
and al l  representat ives of  the di f ferent Churches and Ecclesial  Communit ies gathered
here th is evening. Moreover,  I  am part icular ly pleased to greet the members of  the Joint
Internat ional  Commission for Theological  Dialogue between the Cathol ic Church and the
Oriental  Orthodox Churches, to whom I  wish f ru i t fu l  work at  the Plenary Session that is
taking place these days in Rome. I  greet as wel l  the students of  the Ecumenical  Inst i tute of
Bossey on their  v is i t  to Rome for the purpose of  deepening their  knowledge of  the Cathol ic
Church, and to Orthodox and Oriental  Orthodox young people who are studying here.  I
greet last ly al l  present,  gathered here to pray for  uni ty among al l  d isciples of  Chr ist .

This celebrat ion is set  in the context  of  the Year of  Fai th,  inaugurated last  11 October,
on the 50th anniversary of  the opening of  the Second Vat ican Counci l .  Communion in the
same fai th is the basis for  ecumenism. Uni ty,  in fact ,  is  g iven by God as inseparable f rom
fai th;  St  Paul  says i t  ef f icaciously:  “There is one body and one Spir i t ,  just  as you were
cal led to the one hope that belongs to your cal l ,  one Lord,  on fai th,  one bapt ism, one God
and Father of  us al l ,  who is above al l  and through al l  and in al l ”  (Eph 4:4-6).  The profession
of bapt ismal fa i th in God, Father and Creator,  that  is  revealed in his Son Jesus Christ ,
pour ing forth the Spir i t  who gives l i fe and who sanct i f ies,  a l ready uni tes Chr ist ians.  Without
fai th — that is pr imari ly a gi f t  f rom God, but is also the response of  man — the ent i re
ecumenical  movement would be reduced to a form of “contract”  which adheres to a common
interest .  The Second Vat ican Counci l  reminds Christ ians that “ the c loser their  union with
the Father,  the Word, and the Spir i t ,  the more deeply and easi ly wi l l  they be able to grow
in mutual  brother ly love” (Unitat is redintegrat io ,  n.  7) .  The doctr inal  quest ions that we st i l l
share must not be over looked or minimal ized. Rather,  they should be faced with courage,
in a spir i t  of  brotherhood and mutual  respect.  Dialogue, when i t  ref lects the pr ior i ty of  fa i th,
permits us to open ourselves to the act ion of  God with a f i rm trust  that  by ourselves we
cannot create uni ty;  i t  is  the Holy Spir i t  who guides us toward ful l  communion, and makes
us accept the spir i tual  weal th present in the di f ferent Churches and Ecclesial  Communit ies.

In today’s society i t  seems that the Chr ist ian message has less and less of  an ef fect  on
personal  and community l i fe;  and this is a chal lenge for al l  the Churches and Ecclesial
Communit ies.  Uni ty is in i tsel f  a pr iv i leged means, almost a presupposi t ion to proclaiming
in an ever more credible way the fai th to those who do not yet  know the Saviour,  or
who, despi te having received the proclamat ion of  the Gospel ,  have almost forgotten this
precious gi f t .  The scandal  of  d iv is ion that undermined missionary act iv i ty was the impulse
that started the ecumenical  movement as we know i t  today. Ful l  and vis ib le communion
among Christ ians is to be understood, in fact ,  as a fundamental  character ist ic for  an ever
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c learer wi tness. As we journey towards ful l  uni ty,  i t  is  thus necessary to pursue a pract ical
col laborat ion among the disciples of  Chr ist  for  the cause of  t ransmit t ing the fai th to the
contemporary wor ld.  Today there is great need for reconci l iat ion,  d ia logue and mutual
understanding — not in a moral ist ic perspect ive but as authent ic Chr ist ians for  an ever
stronger presence in the context  of  our t ime.

True fai th in God, then, is inseparable f rom personal  hol iness,  just  as i t  is  f rom the search
for just ice.  In the Week of  Prayer for  Chr ist ian Uni ty,  which ends today, the theme of our
meditat ion was: “What does God require of  us?”,  inspired by the words of  the Prophet
Micah, which we have heard (cf .  6:6-8).  I t  was proposed by the Student Chr ist ian Movement
in India,  in col laborat ion wi th the Al l  India Cathol ic Universi ty Federat ion and the Nat ional
Counci l  of  Churches in India,  who also prepared aids for  ref lect ion and prayer.  To those
who col laborated in th is I  would l ike to express my deep grat i tude and, wi th great af fect ion,
I  assure you of  my prayers for  a l l  Chr ist ians in India,  who at  t imes are cal led to wi tness
to their  fa i th in di f f icul t  condi t ions.  “To walk humbly wi th God” (cf .  Mic 6:8) means above
al l  to walk in radical  fa i th,  l ike Abraham, t rust ing in God, f inding in him our every hope
and aspirat ion.  However,  i t  a lso means crossing over barr iers,  over hatred, racism and
the social  and rel ig ious discr iminat ion that div ides and damages society as a whole.  As St
Paul  af f i rms, Chr ist ians must f i rst  of fer  a luminous example in the quest for  reconci l iat ion
and for communion in Chr ist ,  such that overcomes every k ind of  d iv is ion.  In his Letter to
the Galat ians,  the Apost le to the Gent i les says:  “For as many of  you as were bapt ized into
Christ  have put on Chr ist .  There is nei ther Jew nor Greek, there is nei ther s lave nor f ree,
there is nei ther male nor female;  for  you are al l  one in Chr ist  Jesus” (3:  27-28).

Our search for uni ty in t ruth and in love, last ly,  must never lose sight of  the fact  that
uni ty among Christ ians is the work and gi f t  of  the Holy Spir i t  and goes far beyond our
own ef for ts.  Thus, spir i tual  ecumenism, especial ly prayer,  is  the heart  of  the ecumenical
task (cf .  Unitat is redintegrat io ,  n.  8) .  Yet,  ecumenism wi l l  not  bear last ing f ru i t  unless i t  is
accompanied by concrete act ions of  conversion that move our consciences and foster the
heal ing of  memory and of  re lat ionships.  As the Decree on Ecumenism of Vat ican Counci l  I I
asserts,  “ there can be no ecumenism worthy of  the name without a change of  heart”  (n.  7) .
An authent ic conversion, l ike that  cal led for  by the Prophet Micah and of  which the Apost le
Paul  is a s igni f icant example,  wi l l  br ing us ever c loser to God, to the centre of  our l i fe,
in such a way as to br ing us also c loser to one another.  This is a fundamental  e lement
of  our ecumenical  commitment.  Renewal of  the inter ior  l i fe of  our heart  and mind, which
is ref lected in dai ly l i fe,  is  crucial  to every dialogue and path of  reconci l iat ion,  making
ecumenism a commitment of  mutual  understanding, respect and love, “ that  the wor ld may
bel ieve” (Jn 17:21).

Dear brothers and sisters,  let  us conf ident ly invoke the Virgin Mary,  incomparable model
of  evangel izat ion,  that  the Church, “a s ign and instrument both of  a very c losely kni t  union
with God and of  the uni ty of  the whole human race” (Lumen gent ium ,  n.  1) ,  may proclaim
with candour,  in our t ime, Chr ist  the Saviour.  Amen.

© Copyr ight  2013 -  L ibrer ia Edi t r ice Vat icana


