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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 feasts of St Peter and St Paul, and
therefore have a symbolic significance. 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 (suggested by the Faith and Order
movement in 1926), which is also a symbolic date for the unity of the Church.

Mindful of the need for flexibility, we invite you to use this material throughout
the whole year to express the degree of communion which the churches have
already reached, 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 in local situations. Account should be taken of local liturgical and
devotional practice, and of the whole social and cultural context. Such adaptation
should ideally 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

1 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.

1 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.

1 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’.

1 Those wishing to undertake 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.

1 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 FOR 2017

2 Corinthians 5:14-20

For the love of Christ urges us on, because we are convinced that one has died
for all; therefore all have died. And he died for all, so that those who live might
live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them.

From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even
though we once knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no
longer in that way. So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything
old has passed away; see, everything has become new! All this is from God, who
reconciled us to himself through Christ, and has given us the ministry of
reconciliation; that is, in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not
counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of
reconciliation to us. So we are ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his
appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of Christ, be reconciled to God.

The text used above is from the New Revised Standard Version which is the agreed English
translation always used for our materials. However, the writers felt that “the love of Christ
compels us,” the rendering of verse 14 from the New International Version made a stronger
title, and therefore we use this title and phrase in these materials.



INTRODUCTION TO THE THEME
FOR THE YEAR 2017

Reconciliation — The Love of Christ Compels Us
(cf. 2 Corinthians 5:14-20)

Germany: The Land of the Lutheran Reformation

In 1517 Martin Luther raised concerns about what he saw as abuses in the
Church of his time by making public his 95 theses. 2017 is the 500" anniversary
of this key event in the reformation movements that marked the life of the
Western Church over several centuries. This event has been a controversial
theme in the history of inter-church relations in Germany, not least over the last
few years. The Evangelical Church in Germany (EKD) has been building up to
this anniversary since 2008, by focusing each year on one particular aspect of the
Reformation, for example: the Reformation and Politics, or the Reformation and
Education. The EKD also invited its ecumenical partners at various levels to help
commemorate the events of 1517.

After extensive, and sometimes difficult, discussions, the churches in Germany
agreed that the way to commemorate ecumenically this Reformation event
should be with a Christusfest — a Celebration of Christ. If the emphasis were to
be placed on Jesus Christ and his work of reconciliation as the center of Christian
faith, then all the ecumenical partners of the EKD (Roman Catholic, Orthodox,
Baptist, Methodist, Mennonite and others) could participate in the anniversary
festivities.

Given the fact that the history of the Reformation was marked by painful
division, this is a very remarkable achievement. The Lutheran-Roman Catholic
Commission on Unity has worked hard to produce a shared understanding of the
commemoration. Its important report, From Conflict to Communion, recognizes
that both traditions approach this anniversary in an ecumenical age, with the
achievements of fifty years of dialogue behind them, and with new
understandings of their own history and theology. Separating that which is
polemical from the theological insights of the Reformation, Catholics are now
able to hear Luther’s challenge for the Church of today, recognising him as a
“witness to the gospel” (From Conflict to Communion 29). And so after centuries
of mutual condemnations and vilification, in 2017 Lutheran and Catholic
Christians will for the first time commemorate together the beginning of the
Reformation.

From this agreement and the wider ecumenical context emerges the strong
theme of this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity: “Reconciliation — The
Love of Christ Compels Us” (cf. 2 Cor 5:14-20).
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The Council of Churches in Germany (ACK)
and the Reformation Anniversary 2017

The Council of Churches in Germany launched several projects to commemorate
1517. One was entitled “Discover Anew the Bible’s Treasures”. Here, in a manner
reminiscent of the importance Martin Luther placed on the meaning of the Bible,
all ACK member churches wrote texts describing their approach to the Bible.
These were later published in a brochure. In addition, the ACK conducted a
symbolic “pilgrimage” to various member churches in Wittenberg. Each
community visited, expressed and celebrated its own unique relationship to the
Bible. In April 2015, the ACK also organized a conference entitled: “Irreparably
Divided? Blessed Renewal? — 500 Years of Reformation in Various Ecumenical
Perspectives”, the proceedings of which have been published.

It was in the context of the anniversary that the Council of Churches in Germany
(ACK), invited by the World Council of Churches, took up the work of creating
the resources for this year’s Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. A committee
comprised of ten members representing different churches met three times in
2014/2015 to develop the necessary texts. A particular emphasis was placed on
the preparation of the ecumenical worship service for the Week (see pp. 11 to 24).
The resources should serve the general purpose of the Week of Prayer, while at
the same time commemorating the Lutheran Reformation.

The Theme of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2017

When the German national planning committee met in the autumn of 2014, it
quickly became clear that the materials for this Week of Prayer for Christian
Unity would need to have two accents: on the one hand, there should be a
celebration of God’s love and grace, the “justification of humanity through grace
alone”, reflecting the main concern of the churches marked by Martin Luther’s
Reformation. On the other hand, the materials should also recognize the pain of
the subsequent deep divisions which afflicted the Church, openly name the guilt,
and offer an opportunity to take steps toward reconciliation.

Ultimately it was Pope Francis’ 2013 Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium
(“The Joy of the Gospel”) which provided the theme for this year, when it used
the quote: “The Love of Christ Compels Us” (Paragraph 9). With this scripture
verse (2 Cor 5:14), taken in the context of the entire fifth chapter of the second
letter to the Corinthians, the German committee formulated the theme for the
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity 2017.



The Biblical Text: 2 Cor 5:14-20

This biblical text emphasizes that reconciliation is a gift from God, intended for
the entire creation. “God was reconciling the world (kosmos) to himself, not
counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of
reconciliation to us” (v. 19). As a result of God’s action, the person who has been
reconciled in Christ is called in turn to proclaim this reconciliation in word and
deed: “The love of Christ compels us” (v. 14, NIV). “So we are ambassadors for
Christ, since God is making his appeal through us; we entreat you on behalf of
Christ, be reconciled to God” (v. 20). The text stresses that this reconciliation is
not without sacrifice. Jesus gives his life; he died for all. The ambassadors of
reconciliation are called, in his name, to give their lives similarly. They no longer
live for themselves; they live for him who died for them.

The Eight Days and the Worship Service

The text, 2 Cor 5:14-20, shapes the reflections of the eight days, which develop
some of the theological insights of the individual verses, as follows:

Day 1: One has died for all

Day 2: Live no longer for themselves

Day 3: We regard no one from a human point of view
Day 4: Everything old has passed away

Day 5: Everything has become new

Day 6: God reconciled us to himself

Day 7: The ministry of reconciliation

Day 8: Reconciled to God

In the Ecumenical Worship Service, the fact that God in Christ has reconciled the
world to himself is a reason to celebrate. But this must also include our
confession of sin before we hear the Word proclaimed and draw from the deep
wellspring of God’s forgiveness. Only then are we able to testify to the world
that reconciliation is possible.

Compelled to Witness

The love of Christ compels us to pray, but also to move beyond our prayers for
unity among Christians. Congregations and churches need the gift of God’s
reconciliation as a wellspring of life. But above all, they need it for their common
witness to the world: “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me
and | am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you
have sent me” (John 17:21).

The world needs ministers of reconciliation, who will break down barriers, build
bridges, make peace, and open doors to new ways of life in the name of the one
who reconciled us to God, Jesus Christ. His Holy Spirit leads the way on the path
to reconciliation in his name.



As this text was being written in 2015, many people and churches in Germany were
practising reconciliation by offering hospitality to the numerous refugees arriving
from Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea, as well as countries of the Western Balkans, in
search of protection and a new life. The practical help and powerful actions against
hatred for the foreigner were a clear witness to reconciliation for the German

population. As ministers of reconciliation, the churches actively assisted the
refugees in finding new home- [
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