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The Second Vatican Council’s Decree on Ecumenism states that prayer is the soul of the whole ecumenical movement, a theme repeated by Pope John Paul II in his 1995 encyclical Ut Unum Sint.  Many communities host ecumenical community Thanksgiving prayer services each year.  This is a wonderful time for Catholics to join in public prayer with their Protestant Christian neighbors.  Another opportunity will take place from January 18-25.


The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity began in 1908, as the Octave of Christian Unity, and focused on prayer for church unity. The dates of the week Father. Tony Bickettwere proposed by Father Paul Wattson, cofounder of the Graymoor Franciscan Friars. He conceived of the week beginning on the Feast of the Confession of Peter, the Protestant variant of the ancient Feast of the Chair of Saint Peter, on January 18, and concluding with the Feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul on January 25.


The Week of Prayer for Christian Unity is an international Christian ecumenical observance kept annually between 18 January and 25 January. It is actually an octave, that is, an observance lasting eight days.  Pope Pius X officially blessed the concept, and Pope Benedict XV  has encouraged its observance throughout the entire Roman Catholic Church.


It is significant that it was at the end of the Week of Prayer, precisely on January 25, 1959, that John XXIII announced the Second Vatican Council which would officially open the Catholic Church to the ecumenical movement.  In its Decree on Ecumenism, the Council declared: “This change of heart and holiness of life, along with public and private prayer for the unity of Christians, should be regarded as the soul of the whole ecumenical movement’.


The annual week of prayer for Christian unity is a great time to renew our commitment as individuals and as a Church to work for ecumenism.  Each experience of prayer and gathering provides the Christian faith community with opportunities to grow in our understanding of one another as we celebrate our unity and common mission.


If churches in your area have not observed the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity before, or for a long time, consider gathering together a group of Christians who would be willing to work together on ways to pray together in your community. Ask your parish and two or three congregations in your immediate area to plan a unity prayer service.  Share the plans in your community for the celebration on or near the Sunday within the Week of Prayer.  Publicize your plans in church media (parish bulletins, congregational newsletters, or bulletin boards) and in local newspapers, and radio. At the conclusion of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity try to get a commitment to pray together for the next year. You could also consider promoting other 

prayer services throughout the year as well as bible study, lectures, social justice projects, etc.  Many resources can be found at www.geii.org
