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    Methodist Ecumenical Office Rome                  March 23rd 2021                                                                                

      From Denver to Dublin, from Brighton to Seoul:              
History of International Methodist-Catholic Dialogue from 1967-2006 

 

Introduction 

John Wesley, in his Letter to a Roman Catholic, written in Dublin in 1749, 

comments that 

You have heard ten thousand stories of us, who are commonly called 

Protestants, of which, if you believe only one in a thousand, you must think very 

hardly of us. But this is quite contrary to our Lord’s rule, ‘Judge not that ye be 

not judged;’ and has many ill consequences, particularly this – it inclines us to 

think hardly of you. Hence we are on both sides less willing to help each other, 

and more ready to hurt each other.’1 

 

Towards the end of the Letter, Wesley urges that  

We ought, without this endless jangling about opinions, to provoke each other 

to love and to good works. Let the points wherein we differ stand aside: here 

are enough wherein we agree, enough to be the ground of every Christian 

temper and of every Christian action.2  

 

Wesley was not always so irenic, it should be noted! It would be a further 215 

years or so before Methodists and Roman Catholics would sit in dialogue and, 

asking each other ‘Why are we here?’ acknowledge that it was in response to 

the Holy Spirit.3 

Fast forward, then, from 1749 to the second Vatican Council (1962-1965), when 

the proverbial winds of change blew through the Vatican, and on to the World 

Methodist Council meeting in London in 1966. At that gathering, it was agreed 

that the Council should respond positively to an invitation from the Vatican to 

establish a dialogue commission. The commission met for the first time in 

Ariccia, near Rome, in October 1967.  

 
1 A Letter to a Roman Catholic para 1 (July 18th 1749)   Wesley’s Works. Vol.10. Mason, London 1830  
2 ibid 
3 Denver report 1971  para 1    Growth in Agreement  ed Meyer and Vischer   Paulist Press/WCC 1984 
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An overview 

My task is to reflect on the work of the first forty years of the Commission, but 

first an overview… 

There have been ten reports, issued at five-year intervals and named, 

colloquially, and dated for the venue of the quinquennial World Methodist 

Conference and Council. An eleventh report is waiting in the wings.  

A valuable synthesis document, Together to Holiness, drawing together the 

work of the first forty years, was produced in 2010.   

 

 

Denver 1971           ------ 

 

Dublin 1976            ------ 

 

Honolulu 1981      Towards a Statement on the Holy Spirit 

 

Nairobi 1986         Towards a Statement on the Church 

 

Singapore 1991    The Apostolic Tradition 

 

Rio 1996              The Word of Life: A Statement on Revelation and Faith 

 

Brighton 2001      Speaking the Truth in Love: Teaching Authority among      

                                                                            Methodists and Catholics 

 

Seoul 2006            The Grace given you in Christ: Catholics and Methodists                                 

                                                                            further reflect on the Church. 

  

Durban 2011          Encountering Christ the Saviour: Church and Sacraments. 

 

Houston 2016         The Call to Holiness: From Glory to Glory. 

 

[Gothenberg 2021    ‘God in Christ reconciling’] 
  

 

From the outset, several factors contributed to a good relationship in this 

dialogue:  
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1) There is no history of formal separation between the two Churches and so 

none of the historical, emotional and other issues consequent on such a 

history4.  

2) The notion of holiness, personal sanctification, growth in holiness through 

daily life in Christ, has been central to both traditions. 

 

3) There was a common hope that the work might contribute to bringing 

Methodists and Roman Catholics together at local level.  

  

 

[students at the Irish School of Ecumenics are advised to peruse the list of 

participants in a dialogue and to assess from where they may have been 

coming] 

Who, then, were the early dialogue participants? How representative were they 

of their world communions?  

The Denver (1971) teams were respectively eleven on the Roman Catholic team 

and ten on the Methodist team, almost all of whom were from either USA or 

UK. There was, however, an Irish Jesuit5 and a Nigerian Methodist.  

Noting that that was perhaps too large a number, the Dublin (1976) teams were 

only five each, with the same Irish Jesuit and an Argentinian Methodist. 

Intriguingly, the Honolulu teams, while more diverse on the ten-strong 

Methodist side, included no fewer than five from the Secretariat for Promoting 

Christian Unity on the eight-strong Catholic team!  

Over the years, the teams have become more representative of the diversity 

within their respective world communions and have, generally, included women 

and lay persons6. Importantly, Methodist teams have included people from 

regions where Methodists are a minority community vis-à-vis the Roman 

Catholic Church and where the perceptions we hold of each other may differ 

from those held in places where numbers are more balanced.  

 
4 Denver report 1971  para 6 Growth in Agreement  ed Meyer and Vischer   Paulist Press/WCC 1984  
5 This was the late Fr Michael Hurley SJ, who had recently had reprinted Wesley’s Letter to a Roman Catholic, 

with prefaces from the then President of WMC, Bishop Odd Hagen, and Cardinal Augustin Bea, President of the 

Secretariat for Christian Unity.  
6 The first woman appointed to the Methodist team was Sister Cynthia A. Clare from Jamaica in 1982; and to 

the Roman Catholic team was Sister Mary Charles Murray from England in 1986. 
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Over almost 55 years, there have been three Methodist7 and seven Roman 

Catholic 8 co-chairs. 

  

The Reports  
 

The initial reports, Denver (1971) and Dublin (1976), were exploratory and 

more wide-ranging than subsequent reports, providing something of a 

foundation and vision for the dialogue:  

 

Following a lengthy introduction in the Denver report, these documents were 

intentionally similar in theme and outline… 

 
 

• Christianity and the World (Denver)  

           Common Witness and Salvation Today (Dublin)   

 

• Spirituality  

 

• Christian Home and Family, with specific reference to euthanasia in 

the Dublin report.  

 

• Eucharist 

 

• Ministry  

 

• Authority 

 

• The Way Ahead (Denver)       

          Church Union Negotiations (Dublin 1976)  
 

 

 

[ISE students are further advised to reflect on what was happening in the wider 

church context as documents were being written…] 

 

…and there were indeed significant ecumenical developments… 

 

 
7 Bishop William Cannon (1967-1986); the Revd Dr Geoffrey Wainwright (1986-2011) the Revd Dr David 

Chapman (2011 - ). 
8 Archbishop J. Murphy (1967-1971); Bishop Michael Brown (1971-1976); Bishop Francis Stafford (!976-

1986); Bishop Jim Malone( 1986-1996); Bishop Michael Putney (1996-2013); Bishop Don Bolen (2013-2016), 

Bishop John Sherrington (2016-)   
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1) WCC text, Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry – the outcome of a long 

history of study and dialogue, from WCC-related gatherings from 

Lausanne (1927) via Lund (1952) and Montreal (1963) to Lima (1982)9   

 

2) United and Uniting churches: 

• Church of North India 1971 

• United Reformed Church (Britain) 1972 

• Uniting Church of Canada  1977 

 

3) Other dialogue commissions were becoming established 

• ARCIC 1 1970 

• Lutheran/Methodist 1977 

 

 

These developments inevitably had a bearing on the work of the Commission. 

In particular, the themes of eucharist, ministry and authority would engage 

many, indeed most, bilateral dialogues for many years to come.  

 

 

Towards a Statement on the Holy Spirit   (Honolulu 1981) (third series) 

 

Spirituality was highlighted in the initial reports, so it was not surprizing that, 

when the decision was taken to focus on one theme, this was it!  

 

This report comes three parts:  

  

The first, Towards an Agreed Statement on the Holy Spirit, notes that ‘the 

doctrine of the person of the Holy Spirit has never been a point of division                                                                                          

among us and that ‘differing traditional emphases and forms of expression are   

complementary and mutually enriching, rather than divisive or a cause of 

dissension.10 

 

The second, The Holy Spirit, Christian Experience and Authority, flags up the 

issue of authority, noting that Christ’s authority is mediated through the Spirit to 

those baptised. How this is manifested is the issue. Note that in para.34, the 

Spirit is referred as both ‘he’ and ‘she’.  

 

 
9 cf. Max Thurian,  ‘Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry’ in  Dictionary of the Ecumenical Movement WCC 

Geneva 1991  
10 Towards a Statement on the Holy Spirit (1981) para 7 
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The third section – Christian Moral Decisions – picks up on a number of issues 

raised in the two previous reports, in particular, on Christian marriage.   

 

The writers offered themes and procedures for future work, and specifically for 

reflection on The Nature of the Church. It was with this that the fourth series of 

the dialogue engaged 11  

 

 

Towards a Statement on the Church (Nairobi 1986) (fourth series) 

 

During the 1980s other bilateral dialogues were also focussing on the Church… 

 

 

• Methodist/Lutheran  - The Church: Community of Grace (1981) 

• Lutheran/Reformed - Towards Church Fellowship (1989) 

• Reformed/Roman Catholic - Towards a Common Understanding of   

                                                                                    the Church (1990) 

• Anglican/Roman Catholic – Church as Communion (1991)  

 

 

Reflecting on the nature of the Church, on the sacraments, on ways of being one 

church, on structures of ministry including the Petrine office, this was the first 

report to propose the long-term goal of the dialogue – ‘full communion in faith, 

mission and sacramental life12’  

 

Noting that such ‘unity in faith, mission and sacramental life can be achieved 

only on an apostolic basis13, the Commission next turned its corporate mind 

to…  

 

 

The Apostolic Tradition (Singapore 1991) (fifth series) 

 

This report defines tradition as being ‘the living transmission of the Gospel of 

Christ, by manifold means, for the constant renewal of every generation.’14 

Rather more memorably, Fr George Tavard coined the phrase ‘koinonia in 

time.’  

 

The report explores that understanding in two parts: 

(i) The Apostolic Faith – its teaching, transmission and reception        

 
11 Towards a Statement on the Holy Spirit  para 57. 
12 Towards a Statement on the Church (1986) para.s 20, 38  
13 ibid para 31 
14 The Apostolic Tradition 1991 para 5  
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(ii) Ministry and ministries – serving within the Apostolic Tradition.  

   

While there is agreement on the nature of the Apostolic Faith, the report 

acknowledges significant divergences when it comes to ordained ministry, 

particularly on the consideration of ordination as a sacrament, on episcope and 

on who may be ordained.  

 

 

The Word of Life: a Statement on Revelation and Faith (Rio 1996) (sixth  

                                                                                                                      series) 

 

The Singapore report had reflected on ‘the source of our faith and the means by 

which it has been communicated to us’;  the Rio report turned then to look more 

closely at the ways in which God gives himself to us and the response that we 

make.’15 Following an introduction, there are five sections reflecting the final 

goal of the dialogue – revelation, then faith, mission, sacramental life and, 

finally, koinonia/communion.   

 

The report notes two generations in its thirty years of dialogue: the first 

concerned with ‘self-introduction and the preliminary tackling together of 

doctrinal, ethical and pastoral issues; the second ‘the attempt to sketch broad 

theological perspectives…in which it would eventually become possible to treat 

the matters that divide us.’ 16 

 

A third generation was proposed:  a time to concentrate on ‘some of those more 

detailed questions that have recurrently caused difficulty among us.’ 17 Among 

those questions are authority, the offices of oversight in the Church and the 

offer of a Petrine ministry in the service of unity and communion. 

 

 

Speaking the Truth in Love: Teaching Authority among Methodists and 

Catholics (Brighton 2001) (seventh series) 

 

In the seventh session, the Commission studied teaching authority, consciously 

‘(taking) further the understandings recorded in previous statements.’18 The 

number of references in the footnotes indicates just how thoroughly this was 

undertaken.   

 

 
15 The Word of Life 1996  Preface  
16 ibid para 131 
17 ibid para 132 
18 Speaking the Truth in Love 2001  Preface 
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Part 1 examines the church as communion in love and truth and as prophetic 

community. It reflects on means of grace and the equipping of the servants of 

God as agents ‘in discerning what is truly the Gospel’, affirming that ‘all forms 

of ministry are communal and collegial.’19 .  

 

Part 2 takes seriously the matter of reaching ‘ordinary’ Methodists and Roman 

Catholics with the work of the dialogue, presenting Methodist and Roman 

Catholic understanding and practice respectively – essential reading!  

 

 

The Grace given you in Christ: Catholics and Methodists further reflect on 

the Church.  (Seoul 2006) (eighth series) 

 

Beginning with a mutual reassessment, this report considers what it means to be 

together in Christ. It notes that ‘sharing in the mission of the Son and of the 

Spirit in the world is central to our common understanding of the nature of the 

Church.’20  Reflecting that ministry facilitates communion and mission, the 

report acknowledges that, though there has been convergence, there remain 

‘areas of serious divergence’ 21  It goes, nevertheless, to affirm ways in which 

Roman Catholics and Methodists do recognise each other’s ecclesial character 

and to note what each may offer the other in terms of ecclesial gift.  

The final chapter suggests how specific groups, ordained and lay, within each 

church may, in practical and local terms, work towards that full communion in 

faith mission and sacramental life which is the goal of the dialogue.  

 

 

Since Seoul,  

 

There have been two further reports since Seoul: 

 

Encountering Christ the Saviour: Church and Sacraments (Durban 2011)                         

                                                                                                       (ninth series) 

The Call to Holiness: from Glory to Glory (Huston 2016)       (tenth series) 

 

 

…and a third is about to be launched  

 

God in Christ, reconciling    (Gothenburg 2021) (eleventh series)  

 
19 Speaking the Truth in Love 2001 para.81 
20  The Grace given you in Christ 2006 para 73 
21 ibid para 92 
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A notable feature of the work of the Commission is the clear willingness to 

return to themes handled at an earlier stage. This indicates something of the 

growth of trust and mutual understanding over almost fifty five years of 

dialogue. There have been three groups of documents 

 

1) Denver (1971) and Dublin (1976) laid an emphasis on the importance of 

the Holy Spirit in the life of the Church; this was elaborated on in the 

Honolulu report, Towards a Statement on the Holy Spirit (1981), and 

taken still further by the Houston report, The Call to Holiness (2016).  

 

2) Likewise, several reports have focussed on what it might mean to be 

church together…  

• Towards a Statement on the Church (Nairobi 1986)  

• The Grace given you in Christ: Catholics and Methodists further reflect 

on the Church  (Seoul 2006)  

• Encountering Christ the Saviour: Church and Sacraments  (Durban 2011) 

 

3) Intervening reports, The Apostolic Tradition (Singapore 1991), The Word 

of Life: a Statement on Revelation and Faith (Rio 1996), and Speaking 

the Truth in Love (Brighton 2001) have explored significant issues, 

ministry, eucharist and teaching authority among them, which were 

flagged initially in the Denver (1971) and Dublin (1976) reports.  

 

Where to next?  

The current Methodist co-chair, Revd Dr David Chapman, will take the story 

further in a few weeks’ time.   

Speaking now as an interested observer of the work of the Commission and 

answering my own question, it would be good to see a statement specifically on 

mission - faith and sacramental life have received significant attention, if not yet 

arriving at full consensus.  This may be the right time to reflect intentionally on 

mission, the mission of the believing community in and to the world.  

Mission may be a contested matter – what is regarded as mission by one may be 

perceived by the other as proselytism, as Bishop Brian Farrell has indicated 

recently in an aptly titled article, Mutual Understanding and Reciprocal Trust. 22  

 
22 Brian Farrell  Mutual Understanding and Reciprocal Trust  L’Osservatore Romano 22.01.2021  
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That said and acknowledged – and forgiveness sought – the Commission might 

take some time to reflect on unity in the cause of mission, the proclamation of 

the Gospel in and to the world.  

May they be brought complete unity to let the world know that you sent me…23  

Just how far the two world communions might go together in ‘offering Christ’24 

before questions of authority, ministry and eucharist would require further 

work, is open for exploration. That ‘mutual understanding and reciprocal trust’ 

to which Bishop Farrell refers has been developing – it might now be exercised 

in an initial exploration of evangelism and evangelization. 

 

To conclude 

As he had the opening words, perhaps John Wesley should have also the last 

word… 

… although a difference in opinions or modes of worship may prevent an entire 

external union, yet need it prevent our union in affection? Though we cannot 

think alike, may we not love alike? May we not be of one heart, though we are 

not of one opinion? Without all doubt, we may. Herein all the children of God 

may unite, notwithstanding these smaller differences. These remaining as they 

are, they may forward one another in love and in good works.25 

Quite so, Mr Wesley!  

 

                                                                                                         Gillian Kingston 

                                                                                                                          March 23rd 2021 

 
23 John 17.23 (NIV) 
24 Words attributed to John Wesley  
25 Sermon 34 Catholic Spirit. Para 4 


