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Ecumenical dialogue 

244. Commitment to ecumenism responds to the prayer of the Lord Jesus that “they may all be 

one” (Jn 17:21). The credibility of the Christian message would be much greater if Christians 

could overcome their divisions and the Church could realize “the fullness of catholicity proper 

to her in those of her children who, though joined to her by baptism, are yet separated from full 

communion with her”.[192] We must never forget that we are pilgrims journeying alongside one 

another. This means that we must have sincere trust in our fellow pilgrims, putting aside all 

suspicion or mistrust, and turn our gaze to what we are all seeking: the radiant peace of God’s 

face. Trusting others is an art and peace is an art. Jesus told us: “Blessed are the peacemakers” 

(Mt 5:9). In taking up this task, also among ourselves, we fulfil the ancient prophecy: “They 

shall beat their swords into ploughshares” (Is 2:4).  

245. In this perspective, ecumenism can be seen as a contribution to the unity of the human 

family. At the Synod, the presence of the Patriarch of Constantinople, His Holiness 

Bartholomaios I, and the Archbishop of Canterbury, His Grace Rowan Williams, was a true gift 

from God and a precious Christian witness.[193]  

246. Given the seriousness of the counter-witness of division among Christians, particularly in 

Asia and Africa, the search for paths to unity becomes all the more urgent. Missionaries on 

those continents often mention the criticisms, complaints and ridicule to which the scandal of 

divided Christians gives rise. If we concentrate on the convictions we share, and if we keep in 

mind the principle of the hierarchy of truths, we will be able to progress decidedly towards 

common expressions of proclamation, service and witness. The immense numbers of people 

who have not received the Gospel of Jesus Christ cannot leave us indifferent. Consequently, 

commitment to a unity which helps them to accept Jesus Christ can no longer be a matter of 

mere diplomacy or forced compliance, but rather an indispensable path to evangelization. Signs 

of division between Christians in countries ravaged by violence add further causes of conflict on 

the part of those who should instead be a leaven of peace. How many important things unite us! 

If we really believe in the abundantly free working of the Holy Spirit, we can learn so much 

from one another! It is not just about being better informed about others, but rather about 

reaping what the Spirit has sown in them, which is also meant to be a gift for us. To give but one 

example, in the dialogue with our Orthodox brothers and sisters, we Catholics have the 

opportunity to learn more about the meaning of episcopal collegiality and their experience of 

synodality. Through an exchange of gifts, the Spirit can lead us ever more fully into truth and 

goodness.  

Relations with Judaism 



247. We hold the Jewish people in special regard because their covenant with God has never 

been revoked, for “the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable” (Rom 11:29). The Church, 

which shares with Jews an important part of the sacred Scriptures, looks upon the people of the 

covenant and their faith as one of the sacred roots of her own Christian identity (cf. Rom 11:16-

18). As Christians, we cannot consider Judaism as a foreign religion; nor do we include the Jews 

among those called to turn from idols and to serve the true God (cf. 1 Thes 1:9). With them, we 

believe in the one God who acts in history, and with them we accept his revealed word. 

248. Dialogue and friendship with the children of Israel are part of the life of Jesus’ disciples. 

The friendship which has grown between us makes us bitterly and sincerely regret the terrible 

persecutions which they have endured, and continue to endure, especially those that have 

involved Christians.  

249. God continues to work among the people of the Old Covenant and to bring forth treasures 

of wisdom which flow from their encounter with his word. For this reason, the Church also is 

enriched when she receives the values of Judaism. While it is true that certain Christian beliefs 

are unacceptable to Judaism, and that the Church cannot refrain from proclaiming Jesus as Lord 

and Messiah, there exists as well a rich complementarity which allows us to read the texts of the 

Hebrew Scriptures together and to help one another to mine the riches of God’s word. We can 

also share many ethical convictions and a common concern for justice and the development of 

peoples.  

Interreligious dialogue 

250. An attitude of openness in truth and in love must characterize the dialogue with the 

followers of non-Christian religions, in spite of various obstacles and difficulties, especially 

forms of fundamentalism on both sides. Interreligious dialogue is a necessary condition for 

peace in the world, and so it is a duty for Christians as well as other religious communities. This 

dialogue is in first place a conversation about human existence or simply, as the bishops of India 

have put it, a matter of “being open to them, sharing their joys and sorrows”.[194] In this way 

we learn to accept others and their different ways of living, thinking and speaking. We can then 

join one another in taking up the duty of serving justice and peace, which should become a basic 

principle of all our exchanges. A dialogue which seeks social peace and justice is in itself, 

beyond all merely practical considerations, an ethical commitment which brings about a new 

social situation. Efforts made in dealing with a specific theme can become a process in which, 

by mutual listening, both parts can be purified and enriched. These efforts, therefore, can also 

express love for truth. 

251. In this dialogue, ever friendly and sincere, attention must always be paid to the essential 

bond between dialogue and proclamation, which leads the Church to maintain and intensify her 

relationship with non-Christians.[195] A facile syncretism would ultimately be a totalitarian 

gesture on the part of those who would ignore greater values of which they are not the masters. 

True openness involves remaining steadfast in one’s deepest convictions, clear and joyful in 

one’s own identity, while at the same time being “open to understanding those of the other 

party” and “knowing that dialogue can enrich each side”.[196] What is not helpful is a 

diplomatic openness which says “yes” to everything in order to avoid problems, for this would 

be a way of deceiving others and denying them the good which we have been given to share 

generously with others. Evangelization and interreligious dialogue, far from being opposed, 

mutually support and nourish one another.[197]  

252. Our relationship with the followers of Islam has taken on great importance, since they are 

now significantly present in many traditionally Christian countries, where they can freely 



worship and become fully a part of society. We must never forget that they “profess to hold the 

faith of Abraham, and together with us they adore the one, merciful God, who will judge 

humanity on the last day”.[198] The sacred writings of Islam have retained some Christian 

teachings; Jesus and Mary receive profound veneration and it is admirable to see how Muslims 

both young and old, men and women, make time for daily prayer and faithfully take part in 

religious services. Many of them also have a deep conviction that their life, in its entirety, is 

from God and for God. They also acknowledge the need to respond to God with an ethical 

commitment and with mercy towards those most in need.  

253. In order to sustain dialogue with Islam, suitable training is essential for all involved, not 

only so that they can be solidly and joyfully grounded in their own identity, but so that they can 

also acknowledge the values of others, appreciate the concerns underlying their demands and 

shed light on shared beliefs. We Christians should embrace with affection and respect Muslim 

immigrants to our countries in the same way that we hope and ask to be received and respected 

in countries of Islamic tradition. I ask and I humbly entreat those countries to grant Christians 

freedom to worship and to practice their faith, in light of the freedom which followers of Islam 

enjoy in Western countries! Faced with disconcerting episodes of violent fundamentalism, our 

respect for true followers of Islam should lead us to avoid hateful generalisations, for authentic 

Islam and the proper reading of the Koran are opposed to every form of violence. 

254. Non-Christians, by God’s gracious initiative, when they are faithful to their own 

consciences, can live “justified by the grace of God”,[199] and thus be “associated to the 

paschal mystery of Jesus Christ”.[200] But due to the sacramental dimension of sanctifying 

grace, God’s working in them tends to produce signs and rites, sacred expressions which in turn 

bring others to a communitarian experience of journeying towards God.[201] While these lack 

the meaning and efficacy of the sacraments instituted by Christ, they can be channels which the 

Holy Spirit raises up in order to liberate non-Christians from atheistic immanentism or from 

purely individual religious experiences. The same Spirit everywhere brings forth various forms 

of practical wisdom which help people to bear suffering and to live in greater peace and 

harmony. As Christians, we can also benefit from these treasures built up over many centuries, 

which can help us better to live our own beliefs.  

Social dialogue in a context of religious freedom 

255. The Synod Fathers spoke of the importance of respect for religious freedom, viewed as a 

fundamental human right.[202] This includes “the freedom to choose the religion which one 

judges to be true and to manifest one’s beliefs in public”.[203] A healthy pluralism, one which 

genuinely respects differences and values them as such, does not entail privatizing religions in 

an attempt to reduce them to the quiet obscurity of the individual’s conscience or to relegate 

them to the enclosed precincts of churches, synagogues or mosques. This would represent, in 

effect, a new form of discrimination and authoritarianism. The respect due to the agnostic or 

non-believing minority should not be arbitrarily imposed in a way that silences the convictions 

of the believing majority or ignores the wealth of religious traditions. In the long run, this would 

feed resentment rather than tolerance and peace.  

256. When considering the effect of religion on public life, one must distinguish the different 

ways in which it is practiced. Intellectuals and serious journalists frequently descend to crude 

and superficial generalizations in speaking of the shortcomings of religion, and often prove 

incapable of realizing that not all believers – or religious leaders – are the same. Some 

politicians take advantage of this confusion to justify acts of discrimination. At other times, 

contempt is shown for writings which reflect religious convictions, overlooking the fact that 

religious classics can prove meaningful in every age; they have an enduring power to open new 



horizons, to stimulate thought, to expand the mind and the heart. This contempt is due to the 

myopia of a certain rationalism. Is it reasonable and enlightened to dismiss certain writings 

simply because they arose in a context of religious belief? These writings include principles 

which are profoundly humanistic and, albeit tinged with religious symbols and teachings, they 

have a certain value for reason. 

257. As believers, we also feel close to those who do not consider themselves part of any 

religious tradition, yet sincerely seek the truth, goodness and beauty which we believe have their 

highest expression and source in God. We consider them as precious allies in the commitment to 

defending human dignity, in building peaceful coexistence between peoples and in protecting 

creation. A special place of encounter is offered by new Areopagi such as the Court of the 

Gentiles, where “believers and non-believers are able to engage in dialogue about fundamental 

issues of ethics, art and science, and about the search for transcendence”.[204] This too is a path 

to peace in our troubled world. 

258. Starting from certain social issues of great importance for the future of humanity, I have 

tried to make explicit once again the inescapable social dimension of the Gospel message and to 

encourage all Christians to demonstrate it by their words, attitudes and deeds. 
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