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1Iy hopes for the emerging religious dialogue in 
America outbalance my misgivings, but both the hopes 
and the misgivings must be seen in relation to one 
another. 

1[y immediate hope is that the give-and-take of the 
emerging dialogue can destroy some of the caricatures 
we have of one another. lf nothing more should happen 
than that we came to disagree about the right things, 
this would be clear gain. The clearing up of misunder
standings will not come about as insulated Protes,tants 
talk about Catholicism to one another, and vice versa. 
1t will come about only as Protestants and Catholics 
talk to one another, and listen to one another. 

There are two particular stereotypes of Catholicism 
that exist in the Protestant mind-set. and both of them 
need to be laid to rest. One of these is the persistent 
image most Protestants l1ave of CathoHcism as mono
lithic. A fuller exposure of legitimate differences of 
opinion among Catholics will be most beneficial in any 
dialogue. (The whole Burry over the Puerto Rican bish
ops will in the long run have a beneficial impact on the 
Protestant image of Catholicism, for, whatever else the 
event showed, it indicated that Catholics were not of 
one mind on the wisdom of the bishops' action.) The 
other image is a conviction that somehow Roman Cath
olics clo not really believe in religious liberty. Anyone 
who exposes himself to Catholic literature on the sub
ject cannot help discovering that there is a wide spec
trum of opinion on it. The width of that spectrum needs 
to be made more apparent to Protestants, whose field of 
vision is still very narrow. 

T have a secon~l hope for the emerging dialogue. lt is 
a hope that there can be serious theological interchange 
between American Protestants and American Catholics. 
Protestant theology can learn a great deal from Catholi
cism in such areas as the meaning of tradition, the life 
of the early Church and the relationship of the Church 
to the world. Some Catholic theologians wilJ now con
cede that emphases in Protestant thought are important 
emphases that have been slighted in the polemically 
oriented Catholic apologetics of another clay. Further 
theological exchange may appear unspectacular to the 
outsider, but it can build a firm foundation for increased 
understanding. 

My main misgiving about the dialogue is that people 
will expect too much from it. We are now able to say: 
"Dialogue has begun." But we must not begin to say: 
"llow soon will something happen?" The minute we 
start pressing for tangible results, we will be throwing 
up needless roadblocks. Cod's time is not the same as 
our time, and l have a feeling that rie is going to be 
much more patient about these things than many of I lis 
activistically inclined American children. \Ve can, of 
course, hope and pray that dialogue will lead to a lessen
ing of certain kinds of tensions, to the opening up of 
new and warm relationships, to the recognition of the 
treasures inherent in our total Christian witness. But we 

cannot assume that the blast of our dialogical trumpets 
is about to reduce the Jericho of our divisions to dust 
and ashes. 

I cannot speak for Catholics in this matter, but 1 know 
some Protestants who will get impatient at the lack of 
immediate results. Some of them are already impatient. 
They airily refer to the dialogue as "phony," or they 
angrily insist that a concern for Christian unity is a 
"sellout" to the "monolith" conception of the Church as 
opposed to the "free church" conception. They are un
impressed by the deeper measures of understanding the 
dialogue produces, because they insist that it must pro
duce a Catholic denial of infallibility or a Catholic ad
mission that other churches are just as riO'ht as the Cath
olic Church. They are not concerned, in °other words, to 
enter into dialogue. All they really want to do is win 
a debate. 

It is at this point that Protestants and Catholics must 
refuse to let the strident voices around them deflect 
them from their concern for one another. We have no 
way of knowing where our dialogue is going to lead. We 
cannot lay down conditions in advance. We simply 
enter into it in trust. Our hopes are greater than our 
misgivings, for we believe that it is the will of God that 
we come to know one another better. What God will do 
with the fact that we come to know one another better, 
we can safely leave to Him. But we can be sure that tl1e 
seed will bear fruit as He sees fit. 
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There are two possible areas of dialogue. In the first 
area the general issue would be the bearing of religious 
faith on "public affairs" in the widest sense-the matters 
that concern the commonwealth, whether as problems 
in public policy or as more theoretical problems in the 
public philosophy. In the second area the general issue 
would be the analogous relationship between the reli
gious fa iths themselves, to be discerned through direct 
confrontation on the properly theological level. In both 
areas there are grave difficulties. 

In the second area the major difficulty has long been 
known. There is not much use in arguing the question of 
whether Protestant and Catholic hold in common certain 
articles of the traditional Christian creed, at least in 
some analogous fashion, when both parties to the dia
logue must admit that they differ radically about the 
meaning of the word with which the traditional creed 
begins, "Credo," "I believe." On this antecedent issue 
the two universes of theological discourse part company. 
each to assume its own irreducibly different style and 
content. At that, there would be value in having it made 
clear. in argument, that the two universes do thus diHer. 
This achievement would at least eliminate one of the 
possible dangers-that of a false irenicism. . 

For the rest, there might be some hope of rec,procally 
useful confrontation, if the issues on the table concerned 
biblical themes, to be discussed under strict regard both 



for their properly exegetical content and for the dis
tinctively biblical mode of conception and statement in 
which the themes are cast. It is sufficiently evident today 
that in the field of biblical scholarship the possibilities 
of agreement between Protestant and Catholic are con
siderable. The two roads diverge in the yellow wood 
only when the question rises as to whether it be legiti
mate to transpose the "functional theology" of Scripture 
( as it is sometimes called today) into the conciliar 
"metaphysical" mode of conception and statement. 

The Catholic moves easily from the New Testament 
to icaea and Chalcedon, knowing that he has not 
added to his faith, but only altered and improved his 
mode of understanding it. To the Protestant, however, 

icaea and Chalcedon are still at bottom "Helleniza
tion," a deformation of the Christian faith itself, whose 
final mode of statement must always remain scriptural. 
In this divergence of view the ancient-and to the Cath
olic-false dilemma, "Holy Writ or Holy Church," makes 
itself most sharply felt today. At that, there would be 
value in e>.'})eriencing, in argument, the sharpness of the 
divergence. 

In the first area of possible dialogue, mentioned 
above, the difficulties are likewise formidable. One 
might perhaps best plumb their depths by contrasting, 
in content and especially in style of construction, all 
that a Catholic means by a rational ethic and all that a 
Protestant means by a biblical ethic. The real argument 
here concerns the value of reason, and its limits, as the 
force directive of public affairs. The Catholic assumes 
that "religion," for all its indispensability as the basic 
energy of civilization, is not a force directive of public 
affairs, except in so far as its truths and imperatives are 
transmitted to society and to the state through the me
dium of the public philosophy that has been elaborated 
by human reason over centuries of reflection and experi
ence. The Protestant does not seem to share this as
sumption. or does he seem to regard the concept of 
the public philosophy as even theoretically valid. Thus, 
in the absence of common premises, dialogue on the 
d eeper aspects of public affairs proves desultory. 
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The emerging dialogue among the religious com
munities in the United States can make great gains 
because the level of the relationship among the religious 
communities in the United States hitherto has b een 
poor. One is struck by the sheer ignorance that Amer
ican Protestants, Catholics and Jews have of each other. 
This is an ignorance not onJy of the beliefs and practices 
of the other communions, but of their concrete life. The 
dialogue makes us aware of the other communions, 
not as power groups and strangers, but as living com
munities. The dialogue may have the positive effect 
within each community of introducing an element of 
self-criticism and illumination. Confrontation with 
differing views may make us more rigid in holding to 

our own; it may also, however, if deeply and seriously 
entered into, give new light upon our own. 

The misgivings one would have about the dialogue 
would be, first, that it has been participated in almost 
exclusively at a level of the religious professionals and 
intellectuals, without reaching very deeply into the lay 
communities; and, second, that it may sometimes be 
accompanied by unrealistic expectations that reason 
and discussion alone can deal with rooted differences of 
perspective, value, and even of interest. Sometimes one 
detects a tendency to avoid and dismiss the social
political conflicts that arise from the existence of differ
ing religious communities; perhaps in the initial stages 
of a dialogue these must be avoided. In the end, how
ever, they too should be faced. 

Also, there is a tendency for each communion un
consciously to conceive the "dialogue" in a way that 
reflects its own understanding and experience. For a real 
dialogue there must be an initial realization that our 
differences have to do not only with the content of 
credos but also with the whole style and method of 
discourse and religious life. If "dialogue" implies a 
rationalistic view, for example, then it will be more 
congenial to some groups than to others. The encounter 
finally is not between ideas and positions, but between 
persons, with unique characteristics and perspectives. 
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I have two main concerns with the nature of the 
present dialogue between Protestants and Roman Cath
olics. First, I am concerned that it has largely been 
confined thus far to discussion between scholars, intel
lectuals and journalists and that Christians have not 
found the places, the resources and the morale for 
enough rigorous and sustained discussions on a local 
or parish level. 

My second concern is that most of the dialogue has 
not moved beyond broad generalizations or debate on 
traditional "religious or church issues" to exploration of 
the significance of church practice and religious-moral 
principle for the responsibilities of men in a whole 
range of urgent political, economic and communication 
problems scarcely touched in local church discussions. 

What is needed are not conversations behveen clergy 
or laymen trying to arrive at some common creed which 
will persuade Protestants and Catholics of their basic 
harmony, but the fostering of situations in which judg
ments about real public problems are e>-'Pressed frankly, 
not to conceal, but to bring out differences. There should 
be no attempt to by-pass or ignore the contribution 
which doctrine or religious belief can make to under
standing a specific situation, as if these were matters 
that belong in some personal or separate realm of life, 
or were the province only of the clergy. But rather 
theological and social thought should be concrete and 
relevant; it should speak to the problem under discus
sion, whether it is the improvement of public schools, 
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