Welcome to the 2026 Annual NWCT Talk on Saint John Henry Newman. Before I pass over to our main speaker for tonight, as County Ecumenical Officer, I want to reflect on why walking together as brothers and sisters in Christ remains so important; especially since we are observing the Global Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.
My starting point is the enduring importance of the Nicene Creed. This profession of faith, formulated by the First Council of Nicaea, was created to unify the Church by opposing certain heresies, particularly Arianism. Later the First Council of Constantinople expanded it to clarify the Christian doctrine of the Holy Trinity. After seventeen centuries of history, I find it an amazing and enduring gift that we can still declare together: “I believe in one God… I believe in one Lord Jesus Christ... I believe in the Holy Spirit… and I believe in one Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.”  
Recently, I was reading the work of Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga.  If you’ve not read any of his work, I really recommend him. He reminded me that when we proclaim the Creed, we are partaking in a communal act in which the Church takes its rightful posture of trust before God. He says: “it is an act that binds us to one another, aligns us with the great tradition of the saints, and opens our hearts anew to the Holy Spirit who first gave birth to these convictions.” In other words, in speaking the Creed together we take part in the shared life of the Church and become a witness to the unity God desires among us. 
On his first apostolic journey last year, Pope Leo said of the Creed (even when it is not used in certain church liturgies): 
“When it comes to Christian unity, this Christological confession of faith is of fundamental importance in the journey that Christians are making towards full communion.  [With this foundation] we can continue our journey of ever deeper adherence to the Word of God, revealed in Jesus Christ, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, in mutual love and dialogue […] to overcome the scandal of the divisions that unfortunately still exist.”
Despite the Creed being a source of unity, sadly, walking together has not always been lived in the Church during the centuries since its formulation. I am sure there are good theological reasons for the various doctrinal disputes and schisms that led to the many divisions in the Church throughout its history.  Although (clearly) above my paygrade, as a simple lay catholic in a rural parish in the back end of beyond, I do ask myself if these divisions stand up to the will of God? Well, personally speaking, I do not think so. I mean the four gospels and the letters of Saint Paul are replete with calls for unity and communion. It is especially so in the Gospel of St John, and not as a peripheral issue, but one of central concern. 
For example, in His High Priestly Prayer in Chapter 17 , as the good shepherd, Jesus could not be clearer in calling for the unity of his entire flock, he prays: “that they may all be one, just as you, Father, are in me, and I in you, that they also may be in us, so that the world  may believe that you have sent me.” This call, which is also made in many other passages, is not (dare I say) a polite hope from our Lord. No, it is a divine command rooted in the very life of God and the Holy Trinity that goes back to the foundation of the Church itself. 
For Christians, then, Jesus’s prayer for unity ought to matter. This is especially so today because the Church can offer hope in an increasingly fragmented world. Contemporary society (at least in the West) is characterised by a decline in faith, a trend (I fear) undermines communal cohesion and strains the social fabric that holds society together. We see this in the polarisation of opinion, more division, more conflict, and growing suspicion of others in how we treat and talk about the marginalised, the stranger, and even our neighbour. 
In my view, Christian unity acts as a powerful and positive counter-narrative to these destructive trends. It does so by reflecting a witness of Christian Oneness, by which I mean, a richly diverse community of service centred on Christ’s love and built on God’s mercy and justice. A community dedicated to the protection of human dignity, the spiritual health of humanity, and the common good of all. When we walk together as Brothers and Sisters in Christ, we amplify the love of Jesus and have a more impactful voice in a world where so many people are searching for meaning and purpose in their lives. People do not naturally like divided communities or families, so, the more Christians are united, the more we bear credible witness to the Gospel in proclaiming hope for all and giving a message of peace and universal fraternity. 
[bookmark: _Int_rktc9DDa]Unity, however, does not mean uniformity, or diluting our own loved traditions to the lowest common denominator. I like what the late and dear Pope Francis said about this: “To confuse unity with uniformity is a diabolical temptation. True unity is reconciled diversity - not sameness, but solidarity rooted in a rich diversity.”  In other words, Christians are One but not the Same. We can see this in the Holy Trinity. The Father, Son, and Spirit are distinct, yet completely one. Their unity is not sameness but perfect love in the one essence. St Athanasius understood this connection, he wrote: “It is the unity of the Trinity that makes the Church one.” 
The image of Pentecost also gives us a powerful vision of the difference between unity and uniformity. The miracle here was not that everyone became identical, but that each person heard the same message in their own tongue. Many languages, one Gospel. Many cultures, one Body and one Spirit. Pentecost was not about the abolition of difference but the sanctification of it, woven together in a single act of divine love. That, I suggest, is still the pattern of unity today.
[bookmark: _Int_L6CEdgoS]I know that ecumenical progress can be slow and at times difficult. This can lead to frustration and impatience – as my wife Sue can surely testify! Even so, unity cannot be imposed as it is a gift of the Holy Spirit requiring receptiveness, faithfulness, and hope. The only authentic way to nurture unity is by building relationships and trust. And how do we do this? Well, by meeting to listen to each other, learn from one another, and to pray together. We can also express our unity in service and love to those in need in our local communities. Of course, these things, relationship and mission, are not mutually exclusive, for unity to take root and flourish, they must walk hand in hand.
Although it may not seem so, at the global level progress on Christian unity continues through the existence of international bodies like the WCC, CTBI and CTE, alongside many international doctrinal commissions and joint working groups. A beautiful example of what can be achieved through these, is the Joint Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification - first signed by Lutherans and Catholics in 1999, later joined by Methodists, Anglicans, and Reformed churches. Recently, all these traditions have recommitted to the document. Even though I suspect many have never heard of this weighty tome, it, nevertheless, stands for centuries of division narrowed by grace and dialogue. 
Despite the slow progress around Christian unity, we should not see it as merely a distant ideal or unattainable goal. However imperfect, unity is something we live whenever we pray together, serve our communities together, speak of Christ with one voice, or simply attend an ecumenical gathering - like tonight in this beautiful Methodist Church. 
[bookmark: _Int_M4WkL57Q]In expressing this view, I am inspired by St. Cyprian of Carthage, who wrote on Church unity during a time of deep division and persecution. He said, “You cannot have God for your Father if you do not have the Church for your mother.” What he means is that our relationship with God is not private to the individual or a tradition, it is communal and includes the entire People of God. For me, he is right to see the Church as a body interconnected and interdependent. And, just as the body cannot function properly when its parts are cut off, the Church’s mission falters when we are divided. In an age of increasing individualism, alienation and conflict, Cyprian still speaks by reminding us: we are one in Christ; we must love one another, and act together as one Church to serve the Kingdom of God. 
Turning to the subject of tonight, Saint John Henry Newman, who thoughts have enduring relevance for Christians today. Newman understood that the faith grows in the life of the whole Church. He believed in listening, humility, fidelity and, (above all) charity. He knew that Christians journey toward truth together and not in isolation. So let us be hopeful. Let us honour the divine example of the Trinity by walking together - one but not the same. And let us take heart, because unity is not our work alone; it is Christ’s work within us. The same Spirit who ignited the Church at Pentecost still burns today, calling us forward into unity for the life of the world and for the glory of God. (Dr Ian Watson, Jan 2026)


1

