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An international Joint Committee of the World Council of Churches (WCC) and the Vatican’s Pontifical Council for the Promotion of Christian Unity prepares the theme and focus biblical texts for the annual Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. These are “offered with the understanding that, whenever possible, it will be adapted for use at the local level. In doing this, account must be taken of local liturgical and devotional practice, and of the whole social and cultural context. Such adaptation should normally take place ecumenically.”
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To those organizing the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity

The search for unity: throughout the year

The traditional period in the northern hemisphere for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is 18-25 January. Those dates were proposed in 1908 by Paul Wattson to cover the days between the feast of St Peter and the feast of St Paul, and therefore have a symbolic meaning. In the southern hemisphere where January is a vacation time churches often find other days to celebrate the week of prayer, for example around Pentecost (which was suggested by the Faith and Order movement in 1926), which is also a symbolic date for the unity of the church. Mindful of this flexibility concerning the date, we encourage you to understand the material presented here as an invitation to find opportunities throughout the whole year to express the degree of communion which the churches have already received, and to pray together for that full unity which is Christ’s will.

Adapting the text

This material is offered with the understanding that, whenever possible, it will be adapted for use at the local level. In doing this, account must be taken of local liturgical and devotional practice, and of the whole social and cultural context. Such adaptation should normally take place ecumenically. In some places ecumenical structures are already set up for adapting the material. In other places, we hope that the need to adapt it will be a stimulus to creating such structures.

Using the Week of Prayer material

° For churches and Christian communities which observe the week of prayer together

through a single common service, an order for an ecumenical worship service is provided.

° Churches and Christian communities may also incorporate material from the week of

prayer into their own services. Prayers from the ecumenical worship service, the “eight

days”, and the selection of additional prayers can be used as appropriate in their own

setting.

° Communities which observe the week of prayer in their worship for each day during the

week may draw material for these services from the ‘eight days’.

° Those wishing to do bible studies on the week of prayer theme can use as a basis the

biblical texts and reflections given in the ‘eight days’. Each day the discussions can lead

to a closing period of intercessory prayer.

° Those who wish to pray privately may find the material helpful for focusing their prayer intentions. They can be mindful that they are in communion with others praying all around the world for the greater visible unity of Christ’s church.

Biblical Text: Mark 7: 31-37

Then he returned from the region of Tyre, and went by way of Sidon towards the Sea of

Galilee, in the region of the Decapolis. They brought to him a deaf man who had an impediment in his speech; and they begged him to lay his hand on him. He took him aside in private, away from the crowd, and put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his tongue. Then looking up to heaven, he sighed and said to him, ‘Ephphatha,’ that is, ‘Be opened.’ And immediately his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke plainly. Then Jesus ordered them to tell no one; but the more he ordered them, the more zealously they proclaimed it. They were astounded beyond measure, saying, ‘He has done everything well; he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak.’

New Revised Standard Version

Introduction to the theme:

“He even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak” (Mk 7:37)

This year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity brings together two themes, two invitations extended to Christian churches and people: to pray and strive together for Christian unity, and to join together in responding to human suffering. These two responsibilities are deeply intertwined. Both relate to healing the body of Christ, hence the principal text chosen for this year’s week of prayer is a story of healing.

Mark 7: 31-37 relates how Jesus healed a man who was deaf and could not speak properly.  Jesus led the man away from the crowd, in order to attend to him in private. He put his fingers into the man’s ears, took spittle and touched the man’s tongue, and “said to him, ‘Ephphatha’, that is, ‘be opened’” - a word sometimes used in Christian baptism. The good news here proclaimed has many dimensions. As in many other gospel accounts, in this story of healing we hear of the Lord’s compassionate response to suffering and need; it is an eloquent testimony to the mercy of God. In restoring the man’s hearing and his ability to speak, Jesus manifests God’s power and desire to bring human beings to wholeness, fulfilling Isaiah’s prophecy: “Then the eyes of the blind shall be opened, and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and the tongue of the speechless sing for joy” (35:5-6). The restoration of the man’s hearing allowed him to hear the good news proclaimed by Jesus; the restoration of his speech allowed him to proclaim what he had seen and heard to others. All of these dimensions are reflected in the response of those who witnessed the healing and were “astounded beyond measure”: “he even makes the deaf to hear and the mute to speak” (v.37).  Like the man healed by Jesus, all who have been baptized in Christ have had their ears opened to the gospel. In his first letter, Saint John speaks of the fellowship of those who have received this good news of “what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life” (1:1). It was the Lord’s desire (John 17) that those who were his disciples, who had received his message, would be one, united with one another in a unity grounded in his communion with the Father and the Holy Spirit. As the body of Christ, the church is called to be one, the community which has heard and seen the marvels which God has done, and has been sent forth to proclaim them to the ends of the earth. As Christ’s body, we are called to be united in carrying out his mission. A part of that mission is to attend to those who are suffering and in need. As God heard the cry and knew the sufferings of his people in Egypt (cf. Exodus 3:7-9), as Jesus responded with compassion to those who cried out to him, so too the church is to hear the voice of all who suffer, to respond with compassion, to give voice to the voiceless.

Drawing together two strands of the church’s life and mission, this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is intent on emphasizing that there is an essential connection between efforts to pray for and seek unity among Christians and initiatives to respond to human need and suffering. The same Spirit which makes us brothers and sisters in Christ also empowers us to reach out to every human being in need. The same Spirit which is at work in all efforts to make visible the unity of Christians also gives strength to every movement towards renewing the face of the earth. Every easing of human suffering makes our oneness more visible; every step towards unity strengthens the whole body of Christ.

The Origins of this year’s Week of Prayer Material: Umlazi

This year’s theme for the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity has its origins in the experience of Christian communities in the South African region of Umlazi, near Durban. Each year, a first draft of the materials for the week of prayer is prepared in a particular local setting, then adapted for international usage before being distributed worldwide to be adapted for local use. 

This year’s materials reflect the concerns and experience of a people who have undergone great suffering. Umlazi was originally established under the apartheid regime as a ‘township’ for the majority black population. A legacy of racism, unemployment and poverty continues to raise formidable challenges for its people, where there is still a shortage of schools, medical clinics and adequate housing. This context of poverty and unemployment gives rise to a high crime rate and problems of abuse within families and communities. But the biggest current challenge faced by people in the informal  settlements and townships is that of HIV/AIDS. It is estimated that 50% of the residents of Umlazi are infected with the virus. When leaders of the various Christian communities in Umlazi met recently to ask what they could do together to address the overwhelming challenges faced by their people, they realized that one factor which aggravated their present situation was the stigma which keeps people who are suffering abuse, victims of rape, or infected with HIV/AIDS, from speaking openly about their problems. There is a cultural norm which suggests that matters relating to sexuality are not to be spoken of. In Zulu the term ubunqunu, literally ‘nakedness’, indicates that these subjects are taboo. As a result, many people hesitate to seek the assistance available - often ecumenically funded through the local churches - in terms of counselling, pastoral care, home-based care-giving, communal support and health care centres.

In light of the spoken and unspoken ways in which people, especially the youth, are encouraged to keep silent about their problems, the local church leaders in Umlazi designed  an ecumenical service which had as its central theme ‘breaking the silence’. The worship service invited the young people of Umlazi to find the courage to speak about that which was ‘unspeakable’ and to seek assistance, mindful that keeping silence can mean death. This invitation to break the silence also extends to churches outside South Africa and the many other regions severely affected by HIV/AIDS. No war in the history of the world has claimed more lives than AIDS. While many organizations, regions and churches have sought to respond to regions ravaged by the HIV/AIDS pandemic, the responses have not been proportionate to the disaster being experienced.

In 1993, Bishop Desmond Tutu reminded the 5th World Conference on Faith and Order that during the apartheid era church leaders learned that “apartheid was too strong for a divided church”. Today, faced with the HIV/AIDS pandemic and other dehumanizing forces, it is acknowledged that they also are too strong for a divided church. In Umlazi, there is one courthouse, one hospital, one post office, one clinic, one set of shops - and one cemetery reflecting one overwhelming challenge facing the people. In this same township, the people, almost all of whom are Christian, adhere to scriptures which profess that there is one body, one Spirit, one hope, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all (cf Eph.4:4-6).

Yet there are many churches, which are not in full communion with each other, and which remain a sign of a divided Christianity. In Umlazi, there is an impatience and frustration with inherited divisions generated many centuries ago in other lands. (See also the description of the South African situation provided by the local preparatory group.) When a member from the preparatory group in Umlazi met with the international group responsible for preparation of week of prayer materials, they reflected on the search for full visible unity among Christian churches in light of the experience of Christians of Umlazi and their invitation to ‘break the silence’ which oppresses and isolates people in their suffering. Together, they selected Mark 7: 31-37 as a central biblical text for the week of prayer, and determined a biblical/theological framework, centred around hearing, speaking and silence, within which both the search for unity and the search for a Christian response to human suffering find a home. The decision was taken to maintain this twofold focus in the worship service and in the meditation for each of the eight days, intentionally addressing both the reality of human suffering and the search for the visible unity of all Christians in each text 

The Eight Days

The Book of Genesis begins with God’s creative word being spoken. Out of chaos, breaking the silence, God’s word springs forth. It is an active word, a word which brings about that which it speaks; and what it speaks is life. God speaks and the creation comes into being. God speaks and human beings are formed in the image and likeness of God. God speaks in history, and human beings are invited into a covenant with God. John’s gospel also begins with the word of God spoken in time, and proclaims the heart of New Testament faith in announcing that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (Jn 1:14). Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word, speaks God’s very self. Through his ministry, Jesus speaks in many ways, even at times (before Pontius Pilate) through silence. Always, the word which Jesus speaks is a word of mercy, a word which summons his hearers into a deeper life, life in communion with God and with each other. This good news is in turn to be proclaimed through word and deed by all who are baptized in the name of the Triune God. It is only in the power of the Spirit that Christians are able to hear and respond to God’s call.

Days 1 to 3 set forth this trinitarian framework. Day 1 invites reflection on the creative word which God speaks in the beginning, and which God continues to speak; a word which those created in God’s image are invited to echo in speaking an active and creative word amidst the chaos of our present day. The meditation for Day 2 ponders what it means to be a follower of Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word, who makes the deaf hear and the dumb speak. Day 3 reflects on the work of the Holy Spirit in the lives of Christians, empowering us both to proclaim the good news, and to be instruments of Christ’s healing presence, listening and giving voice to those who have been silenced or have not been able to relate their experience. The intrinsic relationship between fostering unity and responding to human suffering comes clearly to light in Paul’s reflection on the church as the body of Christ. “By one Spirit, we were all baptized into one body” (1 Cor. 12:13). Christ has made us one. Our divisions hamper and diminish this unity, but they do not destroy it. Because we all belong to Christ, each part of his body has need of the other, and must care for the other. “If one member suffers, all suffer together” (v.26). 

Day 4 asks what it means to be a community united in Christ, a community in full solidarity with its suffering members. 

Days 5 and 6 develop more explicitly the theme set forth by the churches in Umlazi, that of breaking the silence which oppresses. Those who suffer are often left to suffer in silence, their hopes for compassion and justice going unheeded. There are times when Christians and Christian churches have remained silent when they should have spoken out, times when they have not empowered the voiceless to speak. There are times when the divisions of the churches have kept us from hearing the pain of others, or have left our response muffled, conflicted, ineffective and unconsoling (Day 5). This is a sin, not least because the church has been given a voice, has been given a message to proclaim, a mission to carry out; and it is not a divided message, a conflictive mission. Enlivened by the Holy Spirit, it is to be a single coherent utterance, the good news given to us by and in Christ himself. Through Christ, we have the grace to break the silence. In Christ, we are the community called to say ‘be opened’ to the deaf and the dumb. The path to faithfulness and integrity requires that Christians strive and pray for that unity for which Christ prayed, and that even amidst our divisions, we learn to speak with a single voice, to reach out as a single body with compassion, giving flesh to the good news which we proclaim (Day 6).

The saving death and resurrection of Christ stand at the heart of the word which God speaks to humanity. Day 7 ponders the cross of Christ in light of the experience of suffering and death in Umlazi and many other regions. Living in the valley of death, where suffering exceeds all measure, amidst cemeteries where the dead are often buried one atop the other, the people of Umlazi know and understand the desolation of the cross of Christ. In faith, they also know that Christ has not distanced himself from the burden of human suffering, and that the closer we come to his cross, the closer we come to each other. It is a particularly profound proclamation of resurrection which resounds from these same cemeteries, when during the earliest hours of Easter morning, Christians gather amidst the tombs of their loved ones with candles lit to proclaim that Christ has risen from the dead, and that in him, death has lost its power (Day 8). Amidst suffering and death, amidst division and adversity, the paschal mystery sows seeds of hope that all oppressive silence will surely give way, that one day every tongue will be united in confessing that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Phil 2:11).

Conclusion

Our central biblical text for this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, Mk 7:31-37, notes that Jesus looked up to heaven and sighed before he healed the man. In Saint Paul’s letter to the Romans, he writes that the Holy Spirit accompanies our prayers “with sighs too deep for words”. Paul’s phrase is suggestive of the longing which the Spirit is cultivating in our hearts and minds, a longing for full and visible unity among all Christian churches, a longing for an end to human suffering.

In the worship service and in each of the eight days, we have made it a structural principle to incorporate explicit references both to the need to continue to work and pray for unity among all our churches and to the voices of people in Umlazi and in other regions from which a cry extends to the heavens. We hope that this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity helps to break the silence which oppresses, and draws attention to the intrinsic relatedness between prayer and the search for Christian unity and the call for Christian peoples and churches to work together as instruments of God’s compassion and justice in the world.

The preparation of the material for the

Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2007

This material reached its present form at a meeting of the international preparatory group appointed by the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches and the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity. The group met at the Château de Faverges, Haute-Savoie, France; we extend thanks to its staff for the professional and hospitable spirit with which they supported our work.

The initial draft of this material was prepared by an ecumenical group of lay persons, pastors and priests in Umlazi-Bhekithemba, South Africa. It was based on an ecumenical worship service which had been conducted at the Comprehensive Technical High School (COMTEC) in Umlazi. In the service (which was organized at the invitation of the school) clergy and lay persons from diverse traditions came together to make their unity in Christ visible, and to offer a common witness in face of the challenges facing the students and South African society as a whole today. The local group also provided a schema of biblical texts for use throughout the week.

The international preparatory group extends its thanks to the local group in South Africa, which included:

Canon L. L. Ngewu Rev S. Mosia

Rev. Fr Thamisanqua Shange OGS Mr W. L. Luthuli

Rev Bruce Buthelezi Mr R. Mauze

B. Buthelezi Zamimpilo HIV/AIDS [professional

nurses] project, St Philip, Enwabi

Rev Fr Anton Mbili Mrs G. Phungula

The international group is grateful to Father Thami Shange OGS who joined the international preparatory group and participated in its work, introducing the draft material and the preparations process and bringing the material, and the local situation in South Africa, to life. We wish also to thank Bishop David Beetge of The Highveld Diocese, Brakpan, and Canon Livingstone Ngewu, College of the Transfiguration, Grahamstown, South Africa who established contact with the group and acted as liaison persons as the material was being prepared.

