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Some have suggested that we are at the twilight of the ecumenical movement.  With intra-denominational conflicts fracturing our communities; with the birth last year of the Anglican Church in North America and more recently the North American Lutheran Church as responses to those conflicts (interestingly both had major involvement of western PA leaders); with declining revenues going to judicatory and national church offices, with an ever more diverse American culture, religiously, and increasingly more secular, and as a response that trend to move from ecumenical engagement among our diverse Christian traditions to interreligious engagement, is the modern ecumenical movement in its twilight?  Where is the future of ecumenism?

Today, Christian Associates of Southwest Pennsylvania (CASP) defines itself as “a unifying voice in the name of Jesus Christ for the mission of the Gospel and the wholeness of communities.”  The Penn West Conference, UCC along with 25 other Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant judicatories across the region continue an ecumenical journey begun 41 years ago.  Are we about Faith & Order or Life & Works?  Having decided that the governing body of CASP, the Council of Bishops and Judicatory Executives would function under a consensus model of decision making, we have been most comfortable when we are discussing theological issues or issues of life and practice within our communions. We have been a fellowship of Christians.  “Being together in Christ” is primary.  Only because we are united in Christ can we “do in Jesus’ name.”  Intimacy of relationships has been of supreme importance, and because of those relationships are we able to do some things together. As the Council is in a discernment process about our nature, mission and future, the members, including Rev. Alan McLarty remain passionate about building those strong relationships which enable us to witness and serve with a united voice.  

That “doing” has been significant.  Since cable TV came to Pittsburgh, through four franchise holders, CASP has had a dedicated channel in the city of Pittsburgh. Currently, we have our own production studio at our office, televise two live daily masses and several judicatory produced programs and “Callings”  a CASP production telling the stories of individuals, churches and ministries who have answered God’s call to serve Christ’s Church and God’s people.  We can reach 650,000 households regionally with Comcast ON DEMAND, and will shortly complete a contract with Verizon for coverage in the city.  TV is our “Witness to the Gospel.”
Two decades ago the Council approached the Allegheny County Commissioners offering to pay for a chaplain at the Allegheny County Jail for 3 years, provided that the Commissioners would assume the cost after that initial period.  Today, that ecumenical and interfaith chaplaincy represents nearly a $300,000 investment by the county.  That ministry includes 350 volunteers who lead 14 worship services each weekend, and contribute in excess of 12,000 hours per year in the jail.  Our pre- and post- release program, H.O.P.E. has reduced recidivism among our graduates from 65% to 18%.  HOPE is now implementing a two year post-release mentoring program funded by the Department of Justice, Second Chance act. Volunteer male mentors are desperately needed!  Additionally, CASP has become involved in disaster preparedness and response, hosting the regional VOAD (Volunteers Active in Disasters) and serving as administrator and fiscal agent for several long term recovery efforts.  Because Christian leaders and their judicatories are together in Christ they have the trust and credibility to function for the common good of our neighbors.  In these ways CASP seeks “the wholeness of communities.”

In conclusion, I don’t believe that ecumenism is optional for any Christian – laity or clergy.  While proud of Christian Associates’ heritage and witness, I recognize that the future of our witness and service is dependent upon a new generation of Christians who take seriously our Lord’s High Priestly Prayer, “that all may be one.”  Unity after all is not about a “Kumbaya” moment among fellow believers, but about the authenticity and integrity of our witness to Christ and his saving work for the wholeness of humanity and all creation. 

While I treasure the heritage of CASP, I do believe that the future of the ecumenical journey lies in the grass roots.  Ordinary folk, clergy, religious, and laity striving to find the Shalom for which our Savior prayed. May the Spirit empower your call as a disciple to persevere in the quest for unity within the Body of Christ, His Church.

Veni, Creator Spiritus!

Pax, Salaam, Shalom,

The Rev. Dr. Donald B. Green

Executive Director

