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Symbols That Speak

MARY AQUIN O'NEILL, RSM

Ecumenical dialogue is frequently thought of as an exclusively
intellectual exercise. That is, the work is understood to involve
clarification of terms, explanation of meaning, history of devel-
opment, exchange of ideas, and so on. This is certainly an im-
portant, if not the major, part of the undertaking. But in every
conversation among human beings, something else is going on.
Participants in a conversation communicate attitudes about cer-
tain dimensions of their faith and, frequently, stir up responses in
their conversation partners by operating assumptions, by ways of
putting questions, and by the use of images that speak to a level
of human experience that is deeper than thought. This level is
commonly referred to as the level of feeling, and, though current
intellectual fashions often advise that it be disregarded, becom-
ing conscious of feeling in ecumenical dialogue can contribute
greatly to increased mutual appreciation. It can also point us to
areas of separation that do not come to light in other ways.

THE SCIENTIFIC USE OF LANGUAGE

The differences between these two aspects of ecumenical ex-
changes, the intellectual and the emotional, can be illustrated by
attention to the use of language that characterizes each of them.
Scholars typically use language in what can be called a scientific
way. That is, the words used are intended to convey one and only
one meaning, usually contained in the definition offered of the
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term. By the scientific use of language, scholars aim at control-
ling and directing the flow of ideas much as a surgeon controls
and directs the flow of instruments during an operation. Impre-
cision in terms leads to confusion; for this reason, it is to be
avoided. In a conversation with others who use the same vocab-
ulary (terms such as, for example, ‘‘salvation,”” ‘‘grace,”’ and
““mission’’) an important part of the work is to draw out the
intended meaning in order to be sure that both parties to the
dialogue are using it in the same way. In the same way a surgeon
must make sure that the names of instruments are the same if she
is operating in another English-speaking country. This labor, us-
ing language in a scientific way, is indispensable to developing
mutual understanding. It demands of the hearer a kind of obedi-
ence, in which the hearer puts aside familiar meanings in order to
struggle with what is meant by the other person. This is a basic
asceticism of ecumenical conversation.

THE POETIC USE OF LANGUAGE

Important as the scientific use of language is, however, it is not
the way we usually use language. We have only to listen to sports
announcers, politicians, and taxi-cab drivers to know that, when
it comes to articulating experience with feeling, people ordi-
narily rely on the poetic use of language, including the language
of symbolic action. What is meant by the poetic use of language?
The poetic use of language is the use that aims, not at univocal
or one-dimensional meaning, but at ambiguity or many-
dimensional meaning. It is a use that teases the mind into activ-
ity, that presents to the mind something of a puzzle to be solved,
at least when the imagery is fresh and little used.

Jesus was very good at this way of employing language. Try to
imagine what went through the minds and hearts of the disciples
when Jesus took up the bread of Passover, so long associated with
the story of the deliverance of the Jews from bondage in Egypt,
and said, ‘““This is my body.”” When the action was new and
startling, the meanings must have been many and, perhaps, emo-
tionally confusing. Scripture gives no indication that Jesus ex-
plained what he meant, either—at least not at that time. The
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symbols spoke, even as they speak still, breaking the control of
univocal meaning to open up new worlds for those who heard
these awesome words.

The poetic use of language, then, is the province of the artist
and, when effective, leads to discovery: discovery of meaning,
discovery of connections, and, very often, discovery of how we
feel about things. When participants in ecumenical dialogue turn
to an encounter with artistic renderings of the gospel message or
to the poetry of worship in song and prayer, we sometimes dis-
cover that, despite the unity achieved on the level of technical
terminology, the affections are far from each other on key di-
mensions of the Christian faith. But the opposite can also be true.
Participants to conversations can discover that, beneath the dif-
ferences reflected in the scientific approach, there is an
undreamed-of unity.

NEW IMAGES OF ECUMENICAL CONVERSATION

The Roman Catholic/Southern Baptist Scholars’ Dialogue ex-
perimented in several ways with this attempt to reach the level of
affection through imagination. In addition to our intentional ex-
perimentation, circumstances often brought insight. Much was
learned from opening ourselves to poetic symbols, only some of
which can be put into words. Let me give six examples.

One of the first symbols that comes to this author’s mind was
the baptismal font in the vestibule of Sacred Heart Abbey in
Belmont, North Carolina. It is an authentic slave block and on it
are carved the words: ‘‘Upon this rock, men once were sold into
slavery. Now upon this rock, through the waters of baptism, men
become free children of God.”” Southern Baptists and Roman
Catholics alike were arresied by the power of the this symbol and
by the many levels of meaning that flow from it like the waters
of baptism itself.

On another occasion, deep in the hills of Texas, we were
invited to visit a hermitage on the grounds of Laity Lodge, a
retreat center selected by the Southern Baptists for a session of
the dialogue. There in the hermitage we found a cross and a
chalice, a kneeler and an open Bible in a structure of such rustic
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simplicity that one was brought back to basics in every way. How
many seeming contradictions are held in tension in these silent
symbols?

Perhaps the most difficult and most revealing planned encoun-
ter with symbols came with the visit of the participants to the
Shrine of the Immaculate Conception in Washington, D.C. In
this enormous church, dedicated to Mary the Mother of Jesus,
one meets at every turn images of her whom Roman Catholics
call ‘“The Blessed Mother.”’ In stained glass and in stone, in
mosaics and in murals, in simple depictions and in highly sym-
bolic representations, images of the ‘‘woman’’ are everywhere
and, for some, are overpowering. Those planning the weekend
were prepared for a strong reaction from the Southern Baptist
participants; but the subsequent discussion revealed that strong
feelings one way or the other did not divide neatly along denom-
inational lines. Some Roman Catholics expressed discomfort
with the Shrine and, I think it fair to say, with the kind of
devotion it embodies—especially when faced with questions
from Southern Baptists about how it can be said that Roman
Catholics do not worship Mary. On the other hand, one Southern
Baptist had noticed the motto, ‘‘through Mary to Jesus,”” and
raised equally thoughtful points about the witness of the gospel
concerning Mary. Is it possible, he asked, that loyalty and love of
Jesus do in some way lead one to Mary? At least one feminist
pointed to the Shrine as a celebration of the feminine face of the
divine, asking if some of the discomfort expressed might be
rooted in attitudes toward women as much as in dogmatic tradi-
tions. None of these questions could be adequately addressed, but
they were surfaced because this group dared move away from the
strictly conceptual dialogue and enter into the world where art
works on the deep structures of the human heart.

If the symbols at the Shrine of the Immaculate Conception
revealed deep differences, another set of symbols brought about
an experience of unity despite division. Having faced the impos-
sibility of having a Eucharistic liturgy at which both Southern
Baptists and Roman Catholics could receive communion—an
impossibility due both to official Roman Catholic policy for di-
alogue situations and to awareness of different meanings among
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us relative to such a worship—the Roman Catholic participants
undertook what was named a ‘‘Eucharistic fast.”’ That is, we
decided to enter into joint worship that was inclusive to all even
if it meant foregoing, during the time of our conversations, cele-
bration of the Eucharist. At the first worship thereafter, all those
praying together were invited to spread out on the plate and pour
into the cup what was in their hearts regarding our inability to
share the Lord’s Supper and to do this in a spiritual act of con-
secration; then the empty plate and the empty cup were lifted up
to God in silence and in solidarity. One might suspect that in such
a symbolic action new meaning was discovered in the ancient
words, ‘“This is my body.”’

The unity achieved in and through symbolic action was real-
ized in another way when the Southern Baptist and Roman Cath-
olic scholars met at a trappist monastery. An ancient rule of the
monks forbids women from entering what is called an ‘‘en-
closure,”” and, since the central part of the monastery’s chapel
was thus enclosed, the women of the dialogue were required to
go to the balcony and thus be separated from the rest of the group
for worship. The pain of separation this time cut, not between the
Southern Baptists and the Roman Catholics, but between the
women and the men of the dialogue. So acutely was it experi-
enced at the moment of the Catholic liturgy known as the kiss of
peace, that one of the Southern Baptist scholars turned around
and blew a kiss to the balcony! At the next meeting one of the
Roman Catholic priests in the group objected to such treatment of
the women and proposed that, if the women were to be relegated
to the balcony, the whole dialogue should go sit there. At the next
opportunity for worship, everybody did just that. The monks
were so taken back that they sent a representative to ask about the
strange behavior of their guests. When the superior of the monks
learned the reason for the prayerful protest, he called a meeting
of the monks, discussed the situation, and afterwards issued an
invitation to all the members of the dialogue to join the monks for
prayer not just in the central part of the chapel but in the choir
stalls where the monks sit for prayer. Again, symbols spoke and
were heard in a mysterious way, and a new experience of unity
was granted.
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Nothing, however, so symbolizes the mystery at work in this
scholars’ dialogue as the deaths of our two colleagues, Jerry
Dollard and John Steely. Deeply desiring to honor them with
memorials, the group was moved to face questions about belief in
the resurrection at a level far from the conceptual, and to wrestle
with the ways of praying in death that distinguish the two tradi-
tions. As things unfolded, the memorial for Roman Catholic
Jerry Dollard was held at a Southern Baptist seminary and the
one for Southern Baptist John Steely, at a Roman Catholic con-
ference center. In this way God’s providence furnished a lasting
symbol of the exchanges between the traditions these two men
represent, gifts that have now entered into eternity. Reflecting on
all that this particular group of ecumenical conversation partners
have experienced, we know that it is up to us now to make this
symbol speak, drawing out the revelation that has been seen and
heard and touched in our own time.
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13.

Grass Roots Conversations: How to
Have Them in Our Churches

C. BROWNLOW HASTINGS AND THADDEUS DANIEL
HORGAN, SA

Baptists and Catholics are not strangers to one another. Some
know the other based on stereotypes passed on within their own
traditions for generations. Others know one another because they
have actually met. For more than a decade encounters have been
sponsored in many places by local Baptist and Catholic congre-
gations. So frequent have these become that the Department of
Interfaith Witness of the Home Mission Board of the Southern
Baptist Convention issued the following eight guidelines in Jan-
uary, 1986, for encounter events.

1. The purpose of encounter events is to provide an occasion
in which Baptists come into personal contact with persons of
another faith for mutual understanding and witness.

2. The target audience is confident Baptists who can share
their faith articulately, who are willing to meet with similar
persons in another faith tradition. These specific target groups
can be defined as pastors with their counterpart clergy, layper-
sons, couples, congregations, and mixed groups.

3. The leadership depends on the format and agenda. Speak-
ers should be persons who understand their own tradition and
who can interpret it adequately.

4. The planning must be mutual. A co-sponsor from the other
faith must be enlisted, and the program must then be designed
cooperatively.

5. The schedule and length may be a one-session evening
event, or a weekend retreat, or a series of dialogue sessions over
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a number of weeks. The schedule followed will vary with the
length and the aim of the encounter event.

6. Various formats for the agenda may be followed; what is
important is that the formats allow for an interchange of experi-
ences, both of a personal and a corporate nature. Subjects of
importance to both groups should be discussed, as well as sub-
jects which are of interest to one group more than the other.

7. There are two basic forms in which the dialogue may take
place. The two-church dialogue occurs when Baptists attend Sat-
urday evening Mass at a Catholic Church, remain for a fellowship
at which a Baptist speaks on ‘‘What Baptists Believe,” and then
answer questions from Catholics. Then Catholics attend the Bap-
tist Sunday evening worship service, remain for a fellowship in
which a Catholic speaks on ‘‘What Catholics Believe,”” and an-
swer questions from Baptists. The follow-up committee then
plans for other joint contacts.

8. A weekend interfaith retreat is the other dialogue form. In
this form couples from each tradition meet for a weekend in a
retreat setting. Personal and religious histories are shared, as well
as mutual concerns.

The anticipated results of the weekend are are follows: genuine
witness is shared, stereotypes are broken down, the understand-
ing of one’s own faith is strengthened as well as greater under-
standing of another faith, and doors of opportunity for further
contacts are opened.

Catholics on their part also have guidelines for inter-church
encounters. Often these are issued by a diocese, but guidelines
from the larger Roman Catholic Church are also available. These
are strikingly similar to the guidelines provided to Baptists by the
Home Mission Board.

What exactly is an encounter event? One word suffices as the
answer: hospitality. For Christians this is a principle of life based
on God’s hospitality to us and on the wonderful examples of
hospitality set by Jesus. Hospitality is paying attention to and
valuing others while allowing them to be different.

Four general goals are achieved in encounter events. They are:

1. To inform each other as to who we are and what we believe

131



The Theological Educator

today. This helps us to remove misunderstandings, false images,
old stereotypes, and outdated beliefs and practices.

2. To learn how to cross ancient barriers with a positive wit-
ness to one’s faith. ‘‘Be ready at all times to answer anyone who
asks you to explain the hope you have in you. But do it with
gentleness and respect’” (1 Peter 3:15b-16:2, TEV).

3. To develop the ability to read the Bible and pray together,
and even to worship when others lead the way.

4. To bring the resources of our faith to bear upon the com-
mon concerns of personal, family, and social life today.

MODELS FOR CONVERSATIONS

Encounter events happen at several levels. They may involve
only clergy, or they may include entire congregations, or selected
clergy and lay people. They may be organized locally, or on a
wider scale; the Home Mission Board of the Southern Baptist
Convention has been formally sponsoring encounter events since
1971. This book is the product of a dialogue of Catholic and
Baptist Scholars who met together regularly for ten years. What-
ever the level at which an encounter event is organized, it is a
conversation which involves listening at least half the time, and
its success may be measured by how free each group felt in
responding to the others and how generous was the spirit of
communication.

Get-acquainted services—A Baptist pastor and his congrega-
tion can extend an invitation to a neighboring Catholic pastor and
his parish to come for a Baptist Open House, Catholic Friends’
night, or Good Neighbor Day, to be held on a Sunday evening.
The invitation should make it clear that this is a typical Sunday
evening-style worship service. If possible, Baptists should sched-
ule a baptismal service but not the Lord’s Supper. Plan the music
so that all may sing well-known songs. The Catholic pastor may
be invited to respond to the Baptist pastor’s welcome, to read the
Scriptures, and to lead in prayer. After the service, a time of
fellowship is important. This may also include time for putting
questions to a panel, made up of the pastors and of representative
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