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Intercommunion: Protestant Attitudes

It is this passage, above all which Catholic theologians are quoting
in those instances when they favor intercommunion with the Protestants
under some specific circumstances, e.g., during the Christian Unity oc-
tave and in ecumenical conferences.19? In my opinion the second prin-
ciple, the eucharist as a means of grace, would particularly seem to allow
such an interpretation. Christians who are already experiencing a large
measure of unity of faith, and who are deeply committed to the cause
of Christian reunion, should be entitled to receive the Divine grace be-
stowed by the sacrament. For unless we are not assisted in all our doings
by the grace of God in Christ, our labors are to no avail. I should like

to quote the well known Scottish Presbyterian theologian, Professor
Torrance:

If we are really ready to seek reconciliation in Christ we can-
not but enter upon Intercommunion as soon as possible, . . . For
it is here, at the Lord’s Supper that the Church ever becomes
what it is, the Body of Christ and rejoices in the great mystery
between Christ and His Church 110

The fact is that theological

justification and actual practice of inter-
communion between Catholics

and Protestants now, is an essential as-
pect of the “growing edge” of post-consiliar ecumenicity. The progress
in this sector appears, it seems to me, to be more rapid than authorities
in Rome would wish. This is also how Gregory Baum interprets the
1967 Directory on the practice of ecumenism which was issued by the
Vatican Secretariat for Christian Unity. Article 55 in the Directory
seems to allow access to the sacraments of the Catholic Church by a
separated brother only in situations of “urgent necessity” (such as
danger of death). The diocesan bishop or episcopal Conference must be
a judge if and when such a situation of urgent necessity exists. This
article adds two important caveats: a Catholic in urgent necessity is al-
lowed to receive the sacraments only from such non-Cat}

holic clergy who
are “validly ordained,”

and Catholics must not receive the sacrament

109 Such proposals have been made f
ence and supported by the Benedictine periodical Worship in this country,
Catholic scholars, e.g. Fr. Bianchi (America, August 1968) and Fr. F. Buckley
(1969 Convention of Catholic Theological Society), Fr. McSorley, and others
are supported in their positive views on intercommunion by non-Roman
theologians. See, eg. two Lutheran contributions Richard John Neuhaus,
“Intercommunion Dialog: Celebration Imperfect and Imperative,” Liturgy,
vol. 12 (1967) No. 9; Philip Hefner, “Theological Reflections on Intercom-
munion with Special Reference to Lutherans and Roman Catholics,” Dialog
Vol. 8 (1969) No. 2.

110 T. F. Torrance, Conflict and Agreement in the Church, 2 Vols, (Lutter-
worth Press, London 1959-60), I, pp. 10, 42.

or instance by the Liturgical Confer-
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when they may occasionally attend liturgical services of other brethren.
Such an experience for Catholics should lead them “to esteem the
spiritual riches we have in common and at the same time make them
more aware of the gravity of our separation.”111

The Directory is touching upon an important and delicate point by
allowing—with some reluctance—the communicatio in sacris as a one
way movement. Experience has shown (and we saw this in the early
stages of negotiations in South India) that one-sided intercommunion
can endanger the degree of unity already attained. Intercommunion is
no longer intercommunion in a true sense, if it cannot be practiced on
the basis of reciprocity. Without reciprocity, at least a tacit suggestion
is being made that the sacramental reality in the celebration of one
partner is not acceptable without some doubts. Reciprocal celebration
on the other hand, involves not only a basic comsensus doctrinae, con-
cerning the nature of the sacrament, but it also involves the united ac-
ceptance of the ministries by the participating Churches. Granted these
premises, it is immediately apparent that serious obstacles continue to
block the way for any formal intercommunion agreements between the
Catholic and Protestant Churches. But the official conversations and
other already existing relations must be continued and strengthened.

In the meantime, the fact remains that increasing numbers of Catho-
lic theologians are beginning to discern in the eucharistic celebrations of
their Protestant brethren the true sacramental reality. They also recog-
nize these Protestant ministers as true bearers of the Apostolic faith
through whose ministerial office, the Holy Spirit continues to carry on
his sanctifying work among the people of God. In the light of the past
Catholic tradition these seem to be rather novel notions. But we must
all remain open and sensitive to the continued promptings of the Holy
Spirit, who may yet reveal to us vital truths which now are only dimly
seen.

The only place, where in the present stage of the relationship between
Catholics and Protestants a commonly shared Eucharist would seem to
fit, would be groups and fellowships which share together a strong de-
sire for the unity of Christ’s Church. There the sacrament would truly
serve as a means of Grace and anticipation of that more complete future
unity to which the group around the Table of the Lord is committed.

Before concluding, I should like to cite the officially authorized
dialogue that has been going on since 1966 between Roman Catholics
and Lutherans in this country. A very substantial measure of agreement
was discovered in the first two topics “The Status of the Nicene Creed
as Dogma” and “One Baptism for the Remission of Sins.” After this

111 T am quoting the English text from the article of Fr. Baum in The
FEcumenist vol. 5 (1967) No, 5, pp. 78-79. See also Gregory Baum, “Liturgy
and Unity,” The Ecumenist, vol. 6 (1967) No. 1, pp. 97-100.
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encouraging beginning the dialogue has taken up the delicate and tradi-
tionally controversial subject of “The Eucharist as Sacrifice.” An im-
portant 200 page document has appeared as Volume III in the series
Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue which contains the various papers,
discussions and findings on the Eucharist as Sacrifice, There was more
progress than anyone had anticipated. Let me quote a portion of the
Conclusion:

Despite all remaining differences in the ways we speak and
think of the eucharistic sacrifice and our Lord’s presence in his
supper, we are no longer able to regard ourselves as divided in the
one holy catholic and apostolic faith on these two points, We
therefore prayerfully ask our fellow Lutherans and Catholics to
examine their consciences and root out many ways of thinking,
speaking and acting, both individually and as churches. which

have obscured their unity in Christ on these as on many other
matters,112

Discoveries such as these reassure us that our labors are not in vain
in faith and obedience to Him who “will draw all men unto Himself.”
Let our joint efforts be guided by the old maxim:

IN NECESSARIIS UNITAS,
IN NON-NECESSARIIS LIBERTAS
IN OMNIBUS CARITAS

Torvo HARJUNPAA
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary
Berkeley, California

112 Lutheran and Catholics in Diglogue III, The Eucharist as Sacrifice
(United States Catholic Conference, Washington, D.C. 1967) p. 198.




