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One Hope. One Church

One Hope, One Church1

Rowan Williams

1. Hope and Responsibility

In Eph. 4, we are told that as Christians we have one hope as we have one
Lord, one faith and one baptism, one God and Father. To have one hope is

the sign of our one calling, so it appears in this passage. And the common
life of the Body of Christ which is discussed in this chapter of Ephesians
is clearly manifest in the unity of our hope. Do we need to say, then, that
the unity of Christians becomes most visible when Christians visibly share

one hope? And what does sharing one hope mean?
The rest of this section of Ephesians gives us a powerful clue. We

are called together so that we may grow together towards the fullness of
humanity that is Jesus Christ. To have one hope is to move away from
the "childish" state in which we are blown around by the motivations,
thoughts or ideas of the moment or by the manipulation of others. Maturity
is possessing some kind of steady identity - having settled conviction and

purposes, and having some awareness of what it is that each has to give
into the common life of the community of believers. What we hope for
is a humanity in which human gifts flow together, in which the strength
of each is resourced from the strength of others, and the strength of each
is offered for the strength of others. The one hope is inseparable from the

nourishing of diverse strengths. It is about helping each other to become
as fully adult in belief and activity as each can be.

In this light, we could say that our one hope was connected with our
responsibility to and for each other. In the new creation, in the universe
redefined by Christ, no-one reaches or enjoys maturity in isolation; to

grow up is not to reach independence in the abstract but to arrive at that
kind of understanding of yourself and others that enables you to direct

your resource - inner and outer - to the other, taking responsibility for
their nurture as they do for yours. The person who has grown up in Christ
and "into" Christ, as the text of Ephesians puts it, is someone whose iden¬

tity is clear and strong; but the clarity involves recognising inescapable
dependence on others and responsibility for them. The false doctrine and

1 An authorized German translation of this address has been published in: Ökume¬

nische Rundschau 55 (2006), pp. 535-544.
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manipulation from which we hope to be delivered as we grow into matu¬

rity must therefore mean teaching that encourages us to see ourselves as

isolated units, isolated from Christ and each other, and manipulation that
makes us serve the individual goals of another person or party and so de¬

nies the reality of mutual grace and receiving from each other.

I have emphasised this dimension of responsibility as inseparable from
hope partly because it gives some specific embodiment to what we hope
for, partly to honour the great theologian whose centenary of birth we
celebrate in 2006. For Dietrich Bonhoeffer, responsibility was the key to
all ethics and all Christian anthropology. This conviction in Bonhoeffer
was rooted in his belief that the essence of Christ's own identity and work
was to be found in "representative action", Stellvertretung. Christ stands

in our place; all he does is done on our behalf. His perfect obedience is

lived out in life and death so that we may live, and for no other purpose,
certainly for no individual purpose. But if that is the life he lives, then the

life that comes into existence through him must likewise be marked by the

same representative quality. He writes in his Ethics: "All that human be¬

ings were supposed to live, do, and suffer was fulfilled in him. In this real
vicarious representative action, in which his human existence consists, he

is the responsible human being par excellence. Since he is life, all of life
through him is destined to be vicarious representative action."2

So to be in Christ is to be committed to this action for the sake of each

other and for the world; the hope of our calling is the hope of this mutuality
whose full possibility is given by the one faith and one baptism into our
one Lord. It is worth noting that Bonhoeffer does not imagine that this will
produce an automatically harmonious ethics within a peaceful society. He
speaks of responsible action as action that is willing to risk being "guilty"3
- that is, to risk the consequence of a refusal of action that is based on your
desire to remain separate from a guilty and compromised human situation.
Christ himself becomes guilty in the sense precisely that he will not hold
himself apart from the world in which human beings are burdened by
guilt, by choices that always have about them the risk and often the real¬

ity of hurt or failure. We must be ready to face this, to act in ways that are

sometimes not in accord with what would make us feel securely "good".

2 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics (Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 6), Minneapolis MN: Augs¬
burg Fortress Press, 2005, pp. 258-9 (German original: Ethik, München: Kaiser, 1949,

p. 175).
3 Ibid., p. 272. For the following: ibid.. pp. 272-89.
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