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Christian Science – which is not Scientology – is embracing a shift toward ecumenical ties.

Even though most people attending the CESNUR conference would know the difference, it is often surprising to hear how people have conflated the two without even realizing it. Christian Science was founded by a woman in the 19th century, within the Christian family; Scientology was founded by a man in the 20th century, and it does not claim to be Christian. There is no formal or even informal connection between the two. This paper is about Christian Science and its new embrace of ecumenical relationships.

The founder of Christian Science, Mary Baker Eddy, wanted her gift to the world to be known as a purifying and strengthening support to Christianity. She was of Puritan descent - born in 1821 in American New England. She thought of herself as a Christian reformer and never left the church, nor did she want her followers to do so either.

Unintentional withdrawal from Christian communion

However, Christian Science appears to have unintentionally muted its public identity with Christianity during its first century and is making an effort to reclaim it through participation in the ecumenical movement. I propose that the lack of Christian fellowship in the early years of Christian Science contributed to the increasingly insular attitude among the majority of Christian Scientists. This inclination contributed to weakening its ties with Eddy’s deeply Christian purpose. But the 21st century ecumenical movement emphasizes fellowship, and this inclusive approach not only welcomes the Christian Science community but serves to strengthen the Christian Science commitment to its own origins. 

Eddy’s own writings indicate her strong self-identity as a Christian. For example:


“Set your affections on things above; love one another; commune at the table of our Lord in one spirit; worship in spirit and in truth; and if daily adoring, imploring, and living the divine Life, Truth, Love, thou shalt partake of the bread  that cometh down from heaven, drink of the cup of salvation, and be baptized in Spirit.”
  

This is Christian language. But it is different, too. Eddy expected Christian repentance to result in reformation, Christian prayer to result in healing; and she challenged the efficacy of traditional ritual. Reforms are naturally disruptive, though, and the push-back against her resulted in a significant exclusion from Christian community. During the church’s first century, the schism between mainline Christianity and Christian Science deepened on many counts. However, some Christians are now willing to reconsider their position on an ecumenical relationship with Christian Science, and the Christian Science leadership is also examining its role within the Christian community more intentionally. 

Konrad Raiser, a former deputy secretary general of the World Council of Churches diagnosed church division and separation as a symptom of broken fellowship. In his critique of the Faith and Order Commission approach to solving theological conundrums, he reverses the causes for separation, and in so doing, he expresses the situation with Christian Science well. 

Kaiser wrote:

The division and separation of the churches was the result not of theological differences but of broken fellowship and communion, which was then confirmed by the fact that you no longer had the language to communicate with one another. Finally you perceived the other’s affirmations as mutually exclusive of your own and thus as heresy.

This progression of broken fellowship and communion, followed by loss of language to communicate, then affirmation of exclusivity, and finally accusation of heresy depicts a commonly described relationship between Christian Science and mainline Christianity.  Intentional commitment to Christian fellowship – from within and from without – during the earliest Christian Science generations might have avoided the following examples of church-dividing tendencies:

1) An example from the outside: Near the end of Eddy’s life, the press, motivated by the worst of yellow journalism, launched an intentional attack on Eddy. It ultimately led to a devastating two-year trial that was ultimately dismissed as unfounded criticism. But after her death, many of her followers understandably preferred to hide rather than endure the violence of controversy. 

2) An example from within: Appreciating the radical contribution Eddy made to world thought, her followers were impelled to protect and preserve the purity of her revelation. As with the teachings of the Hebrew Scriptures, many Christian Science mentors and teachers emphasized a detachment from others for the sake of preserving purity. 

Further support for Raiser’s theory of church division is the evidence that broken fellowship caused language to become a further dividing issue between Christian Science and mainline Christianity. Eddy struggled mightily to preserve her identity as founder of her church and author of her own works. Her concerns were quite legitimate, as orthodox Christianity denied her originality, and Eastern religions and philosophical communities were inclined to subsume Christian Science. To preserve its integrity and meaning, Eddy required her students to study her works and give attribution to them in public. 

One of the results of this emphasis on the sole use of her works (along with the Bible) is the freezing of the language. Since Eddy used the King James Version of the Bible almost exclusively in her writings, both the 17th century language of KJV and her own 19th century language are difficult to transcend now in the 21st century. And in keeping with the preservation of purity and absolute truth, Christian Scientists have tended to quote her more than expressing their own prayers and inspiration in public. The specific English language of original Christian Science itself took on a bit of a sacred role.

Eddy’s vision of Christian solidarity

However, Eddy herself approached biblical scholarship differently. She encouraged modern research and sought the most spiritual translations of the Bible available. She also wanted to use the most accessible Bible translation of her day, in order that the public would be at home with it. Additionally, she knew the problem of any human language as a barrier for communicating the important spiritual ideas of Christian Science. She wrote:

The chief difficulty in conveying the teachings of divine Science [another name for ‘Christian Science’ that emphasizes its universality] accurately to human thought lies in this, that like all other languages, English is inadequate to the expression of spiritual conceptions and propositions, because one is obliged to use material terms in dealing with spiritual ideas. The elucidation of Christian Science lies in its spiritual sense, and this sense must be gained by its disciples in order to grasp the meaning of this Science. Out of this condition grew the prophecy concerning the Christian apostles, "They shall speak with new tongues."
  
Unfortunately, despite her call to break from dependence on human language, the cultural norm within Christian Science circles – until recently – has dictated King James only and extensive quoting of Mary Baker Eddy. 
Eddy also opposed both fear of others and superiority toward other Christians. Her attitude might be summarized with this quote:

Love all Christian churches for the gospel's sake; and be exceedingly glad that the churches are united in purpose, if not in method, to close the war between flesh and Spirit, and to fight the good fight till God's will be witnessed and done on earth as in heaven.
  

For her, the larger Christian purpose was greater than denominational prestige.
Return to origins and fellowship

It could be argued, then, that both the act of Christian fellowship and the re-commitment to Eddy’s original teachings are necessary for the Christian Science church to find its place in the contemporary ecumenical dialogue. Insularity and isolation were contrary to Eddy’s vision for her church, and there are signs that a clearer discernment of her thought is contributing to the church’s current move in that direction.
A couple of examples:  1) An increase in community activity among the youth; 2) An increase in grassroots participation. 

1) Amy Richmond, manager of the website for the youth department, claims a significant change in attitude recently in the online community, Time4Thinkers. Amy explains, “The tenor of the discussions on the site changed when we all gathered around Jesus' teachings in an effort to live them.  We started focusing on real Christianity and the former petty debates fell by the wayside.  We found sacred community.  I think it's what Mary Baker Eddy did – she focused on Christ and practiced Christian teachings.”
Her report specifically confirms the two-pronged approach toward building community: return to its origins – in this case dependency on Christ for guidance – and encouragement of active fellowship. The young people themselves participate in the substance and content of the site. 

2)  A second case is the grassroots activity. Bill Warrick, manager of the relatively new program called ‘Church Alive,’ claims that the rather spontaneous youth gatherings from about 6 or 7 years ago in various places around the world inspired many adults to call for serious adult fellowship as well. They communicated their need with the Church headquarters for talking with one another about what they’re learning, supporting each other, and exploring new possibilities within Mary Baker Eddy’s original vision for the Church. Warrick explains that in turn, the church headquarters recognized in this request the same pattern in early Christian practices, and agreed to support local initiatives. 

 The ‘’Church Alive Summits’ now are another example of re-committing to the origins of Christian Science and a conscious engagement in fellowship. In this case, the Board of Directors affirmed by their actions that Christ was above everyone, and that everyone had access to Christ. Church members were specifically invited into decision-making and community-building fellowship.

Within both of these activities – the online youth community and the Church Alive Summits – Christian Scientists themselves communicate proactively, rather than awaiting all directions from church headquarters. Fellowship causes old cultural behavior to be more readily questioned. And particularly when youth are involved, local church leadership must pay more attention to changes needed by congregations. Younger generations have greater difficulty relating to the 17th and 19th century English, as well as the music and style of unchanged church services. The new language, then, is gradually becoming the language of the people, not the institutional language. On that basis, it will be easier to express it in a wider ecumenical context. 

Ecumenical relationships for Christian Science

Naturally, the next question concerns the impact of internal fellowship and the return to Christian Science roots on the church’s external, ecumenical relationships. I argue that these internal changes have prepared the church for the ecumenical outreach extended to it by others. And consequently, the church has benefitted from new relationships. When Michael Kinnamon invited a representative of the Christian Science Church to visit the Governing Board of the National Council of Churches in 2008, the church was ready to respond. Later, individual Christian Scientists were invited to become members of various NCC Commissions, such as Faith & Order, Interfaith, Communications, and Justice & Advocacy. Kinnamon’s welcome roused a self-awareness among many Christian Scientists of a rather prevalent attitude of insularity and isolation within Christian Science circles. There is increasing evidence that disinterest and fear are beginning to give way to the enjoyment of welcome from some members of the community most important to it: the ecumenical family of Christians. 

As favorable as this kind of fellowship might be, it is in proximity that difficulties in relationships also become exposed and confronted. Theological tensions are tested, internal worth is challenged, and active love is necessary for discernment of the means for progress.  Interreligious dialogue is easier than ecumenical dialogue, because non-Christians are not interested in Christian Science views on atonement, sacraments, Trinitarian theology, or Christology. But for Christians, these theological issues matter. They constitute the identity of the family itself. 

As Kaiser reminds us, theological differences are not the primary cause of separation. The practice of fellowship weakens excuses for breaking apart, and it extends the boundaries as wide as possible. And yet Kinnamon cautions that even within fellowship, there are real limits to diversity.
 Fellowship provides a safe space for coming to terms with differences, but it cannot turn a blind eye to them. It has been argued that the family is stronger because of its inclusion of marginal voices; but the tension must always remain between the limits and the need to include. 

Two of the greatest points of stress in the ecumenical relationship between Christian Science and mainstream Christianity that have surfaced in the last few years are the accusations of Gnosticism and the role of healing.

Gnosticism

Gnosticism is historically the greatest heresy in the Christian church from the beginning, 2000 years ago. However, according to Kaiser, heresy is the last in the chain of disconnecting elements, not the first cause. The scope of this paper does not include the ancient and modern debates over Gnosticism, but David Brakke is one among a number of scholars who contend that, despite its theological difference, the Gnostic school of thought played an important role in the formation of the early church. Karen King also confirms Kaiser’s position in her argument that the ancient designation as heresy was influenced more by the Church’s desire to create a hierarchical power structure than actual theological disagreements.
 

Christian Science does not claim or want to claim a relationship with Gnosticism, but because there may appear to be surface similarities between the two, a correct understanding of what it was is essential in ecumenical dialogue with Christian Science. Also, it would be fair say that Christian Science ought to clarify the distinctions between itself and both historic views and scholarly revision of Gnosticism. 

The need to do so offers a double advantage. First, when questioning comes from the foundation of fellowship, it gives a correct self-understanding of Christian Science an opportunity to be heard. Second, such questioning sharpens the awareness of Christian Scientists’ own beliefs and practices and exposes any improper tendencies toward the classic polemic views of Gnosticism.
Healing practice

The other concern toward Christian Science from ecumenical partners is its practice of healing without medicine. Eddy teaches that Christ is present and healing the sick as readily today as when Jesus did it over 2,000 years ago. But the sticking point for many Christians is that this kind of healing precludes the use of modern medicine. It is not an insurmountable obstacle to come together on this issue, however,  especially when both sides respect the other’s perspective. Christian Scientists do not expect other Christians or anybody else to withhold their own medications for any reason. And mainstream Christians could acknowledge the value of a Christian healing tradition that does practice in the manner of Jesus – through prayer alone – especially if this provides a valid alternative when medicine fails to cure. 
An important distinction should be made on this subject, though, between Christian Science and Scientology, as it is often missed. While Scientology actively opposes certain kinds of drugs for society’s use, the Christian Science Church takes no position at all regarding society’s relationship with the medical industry. Christian Scientists only ask for the freedom to opt out of medical health care for themselves; the position of the Christian Science Church is to support Christians and everyone else’s desire to seek the healthcare system of their choice.

In the mode of constructive ecumenical dialogue, Kinnamon has pressed the question about whether Christian Scientists would also recognize God in others’ healing works. Would they value the good others are accomplishing, even if they are doing it through medicine? According to the theology of Christian Science, Christ is the divine presence always doing good, everywhere. Therefore, when divine Love dissolves fear in an operating room, or the wisdom of God guides the hands of a surgeon, these are examples of the work of Christ. Mary Baker Eddy’s concept of healing was based on the omnipresent work of Christ. Her concern about medical reliance was that patients would impute more power to chemicals, machines, or operations than to God, and therefore not fully realize the power and will of God to heal. But she also praised “the cultured class of medical practitioners as grand men and women.” Sincerity, integrity, and the deep praise of God constitute her value judgments toward any form of healthcare. 

These two examples of testing the boundaries of diversity in ecumenical identity illustrate the profitable power of ecumenism. Not only does fellowship open the door to safe communication, but it also brings to the surface the fear-inducing issues that need to be addressed, through love. 

Conclusion

Participation in ecumenical dialogue strengthens the articulation of and practice of one’s own faith, while it cleans out useless habits that might not otherwise be noticed. With further ecumenical engagement, the public understanding of Christian Science may shift, as it begins to sound more like its origin in Christianity. But it will use 21st century language and contribute more visibly to global ecumenical goals. Its gifts will be more accessible within and without the Christian world. 

For the Christian Science community, ecumenical participation equips them with greater means for self-knowledge. Their practice is more faithful to its origins, as they consider whether their traditions and teachings slip into gnostic-like tendencies. Also, the question about others’ use of medicine alerts the Christian Scientist against arrogance and judgmental attitudes. 

I conclude by agreeing with Raiser that the practice of fellowship and communion has served the Christian Science church well these past few years. It establishes a healthy cycle of caring about others, self-examination, recommitment to its own origins, better practice, and therefore better able to become partners in the ecumenical movement. The activities of the youth department and the local community ‘summits’ are examples of successful fellowship. They have not only brought their constituents into fellowship and dialogue with each other, but their ideas rejuvenate and inspire more confidence in ecumenical relationships. Ecumenism is a win-win proposition for the Christian Science community.
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