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Abstract 
Ecumenical texts cultivate a rich language of attitudes referring to trust, commitment, love, 
faithfulness, openness, etc., but their role in ecumenical advancement has been taken for granted. 
This article discusses attitudes in ecumenical advancement by focusing on ecumenical recognition. 
Some recognition theories hold attitudes, specifically personifying attitudes, to be a precondition 
for recognition. Contemporary recognition theories offer a rich analysis of attitudes concerning 
subjects and objects of recognition, the direction, and the consequences of recognition. Based on 
an overview of recognitive attitudes this article aims to offer new insights on (ecumenical) attitudes 
and a deeper understanding of ecumenical recognition and some of its challenge. Some of the main 
points of discussion include recognition on the interpersonal level and its relation to institutional 
level recognition, the individual, corporate and institutional subjects and objects of recognition, and 
the variety of ways attitudes relate to recognition.  
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Introduction: Attitudes at the intersection of ecumenism and recognition  
There are two principal reasons for looking at ecumenical encounters as instances of recognition. 
The first reason is slightly superficial and has to do with the language of “recognition” having been 
used in ecumenism for almost as long as the modern ecumenical movement has existed. Gerard 
Kelly has shown this by tracing the occurrences of “recognition” in the century-long history of the 
Faith and Order movement. Harding Meyer lifted the significance of this concept in the early 1980s 
and slightly later William G. Rusch described how “recognition” had been adopted in the language 
of the bilateral Lutheran – Episcopal dialogue in the US during the 1980s and 1990s. At the same 
time, to understand “recognition” as an ecumenical concept says Rusch, “involves more than a word 
study”.1 This leads to the second, more substantial reason for this study. Theories of recognition do 
not only describe a mechanism of sorts – a mechanism of asking and receiving recognition. The idea 
of recognition is attached to fundamental convictions, assumptions, and attitudes on being 
individuals and relating to each other as a community. Theologically speaking, the idea of 
recognition is essentially connected to churches’ understanding of what it is to live as Christians in 
the church as communion. Recognition of persons, institutions, and doctrines is embedded into 
Christian and more specifically ecumenical discourse.2 This implies that the divided state of the 
church could be perceived as a “pathology” of recognition and ecumenical processes as attempts to 
remedy this pathology.3 

 
1 William G. Rusch, "'Recognition' as an Ecumenical Concept in the Lutheran-Episcopal Dialogue," 30, no. 4 (1991); 
Gerard Kelly, Recognition: Advancing Ecumenical Thinking, Theology and Religion, (New York: Peter Lang, 1996); 
Harding Meyer, "’Anerkennung’- ein ökumenischer Schüsselbegriff,"  (Fankfurt am Main: Lembeck/Bonifatius, 1998). 
2 Risto Saarinen, Recognition and Religion: A Historical and Systematic Study (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). 
3 “Pathology” is being used to describe either a failure to realize recognition or the inherent and dangerous 
ambivalence embedded in the recognition relationship. See e.g. P. Canivez, "Pathologies of recognition," Philosophy & 
Social Criticism 37, no. 8 (2011), https://doi.org/10.1177/0191453711413701, 

 



Recognition theories have gained significant interest during the past decades. What has emerged 
out of this interest is a multiplicity of descriptions and analyses addressing issues of social justice, 
democratic societies, individual well-being, and rights but also the possibility of violence and abuse, 
at times claimed to be embedded in the idea of recognition itself. Some aspects of this newer 
conceptual development have already been utilized in analyses of ecumenical encounters.4 Other 
areas are still unexplored. One could, e.g., look at ecumenism as a sort of arena for identity politics; 
various ecclesial traditions seeking visibility and validation within the larger context of Christianity. 
Or one could speak of the individual and collective trauma of misrecognition and non-recognition 
at the heart of various reconciliation processes.  
In this article, my interest is very specific. I am concerned with the role of attitudes in recognition 
and ecumenical recognition. In ecumenical theology, attitudes remain an under-researched area. 
Olav Fykse Tveit points to a tendency in ecumenical theology to “handle attitudes as somewhat self-
evident, even as a banality”.5 Ecumenical texts cultivate a rich language of attitudes referring to 
trust, commitment, love, faithfulness, openness, etc. Their presence is assumed to the degree that 
“ecumenical” itself appears as something of an attitude. Paul Avis’s discussion on receptive 
ecumenism exemplifies this well. Avis asks whether the concept of “receptive ecumenism” is 
tautological because “is not an attitude of receptivity basic to all ecumenical engagement?”6 Already 
with these two very brief examples, we can see complexity in speaking of attitudes in the ecumenical 
context. “Ecumenical” itself appears as a particular kind of ethical orientation or an attitude towards 
others, characterized by openness and willingness to learn and standing in opposition to self-
sufficiency and disregard.7 In addition, there are several more specific attitudes such as love, 
respect, trust, etc. that are frequently attached to ecumenism. Attitudes are also essentially 
connected with the change that ecumenism entails. A good example of this is the Vatican II decree 
on ecumenism where “self-denial and unstinted love” are described as the new “attitudes of mind” 
that give rise to desires of unity (UR, 7).8 Better understanding of the role and function of ecumenical 
attitudes might lead to more clarity on ecumenical goals and achievements.  
Recognition theories generally consider attitudes central to recognition in the proper sense of the 
word. “Attitude” in recognition is understood as the recognizer’s (A) act of “taking as x” (or: 
recognizing) of the one recognized (B).9 Attitudes comprise meaningful evaluations of the external 
world that are intentional and done in earnest. Recognition cannot take place accidentally and you 

 
http://psc.sagepub.com/cgi/doi/10.1177/0191453711413701; Onni Hirvonen, "Pathologies of Collective Recognition," 
Studies in social and political thought, no. 25 (2015). Both uses are ecumenically interesting.  
4 In addition to the above-mentioned monograph by Risto Saarinen, contemporary applications include e.g. Timothy 
Lim T. N, "‘What if We Could?’," Ecclesiology 11, no. 1 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1163/17455316-01101005, 
http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/journals/10.1163/17455316-01101005; Timothy Lim T. N, Ecclesial 
Recognition with Hegelian Philosphy, Social Psychology and Continental Political Theory. An Interdisciplinary Proposal 
(Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2017); Minna Hietamäki, "Recognition and Ecumenical Recognition – Distinguishing the Idea of 
Recognition in Modern Ecumenism," Neue Zeitschrift für Systematische Theologie und Religionsphilosophie 19, no. 4 
(2014), https://doi.org/10.1515/nzsth-2014-0026, http://www.degruyter.com/view/j/nzsth.2014.56.issue-4/nzsth-
2014-0026/nzsth-2014-0026.xml; Beate Bengard, "Reception, Recognition, and Utopia: The Ecumenical Vision of Paul 
Ricoeur," Ecumenical Review 69, no. 1 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1111/erev.12263. 
5 Olav Fykse Tveit, The Truth We Owe Each Other (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2016).  
6 Paul Avis, "Are we Receiving 'Receptive Ecumenism'?," Ecclesiology 8, no. 2 (2012), 
https://doi.org/10.1163/174553112X630471.  
7 Avis, "Are we Receiving 'Receptive Ecumenism'?," 227.  
8 Unitatis redintegratio. Constitutio dogmatica de ecclesia., vol. LVII, Acta Apostolicae Sedis, (Typis polyglottis 

vaticanis, 1965). 
9 Heikki Ikäheimo, "On the Genus and Species of Recognition," Inquiry 45, no. 4 (2002), 
https://doi.org/10.1080/002017402320947540, 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/002017402320947540.  



cannot truly recognize someone or something mockingly. Not all recognitions however involve 
persons immediately. Also, non-personal entities, such as doctrines, may be objects of recognition. 
Recognition can be mediated by some institutionalized normative frameworks and collectives, such 
as churches or states that often also act as recognizers. Literature offers examples of instances of 
kinds of recognition where attitudes appear to have no role.  
How should attitudes then be understood in ecumenical recognition? In the following, I will strive 
to demonstrate how attitudes serve a dual function in ecumenical recognition. On a general level, 
there is a basic, ethical imperative to recognize. This general recognition has a function in Christian 
communities as separate entities, but most importantly, it also motivates taking an ecumenical 
orientation. Alongside this general imperative to recognize there are a variety of more specific forms 
of recognition. Among these are both more immediately interpersonal and institutionally mediated 
forms of recognition. I will argue that there has been a general development from desiring a more 
interpersonal recognition to taking institutional recognition the ecumenical norm. I will discuss the 
roles attitudes have within various forms of ecumenical recognition. At the end I will propose that 
a change is emerging in the understanding of forms of ecumenism that is relevant for ecumenical 
attitudes. I will start with a discussion of the role of attitudes generally in recognition. I will focus 
especially on the attitude of respect as a case example of an attitude that intersects both individual 
and collective – institutional levels of recognition. I will finish with some observations on instances 
of ecumenical recognition and the role of attitudes in them. My aim is to offer constructive 
proposals on how to consider attitudes as part of ecumenical relations.  
 
Attitudes and recognition  
 
Recognitive attitudes or recognitive behaviour? 
The English word “recognition” is ambiguous. It denotes various kinds of recognition-like acts that 
do not by all accounts qualify as recognition proper.10 Ikäheimo and Laitinen suggest that the area 
of the English word “recognition” comprises three distinguishable but interconnected phenomena 
of identification, acknowledgment, and recognition or “recognitive attitude”. Each of these is a case 
of “recognition” in the sense of “A taking B as X”, but the “takings” differ significantly. Anything may 
be “recognized” in the sense of “being identified”. This could be understood as the simplest level of 
recognition even though in the case of persons this “identification” is a complex of self-identification 
and external identifications made by others often involving dialogue, even struggle. The second 
sense of “recognition”, acknowledgment, may be applied to normative entities such as norms, 
principles, rules, or claims when judging them valid, good, or genuine.11  
It is intuitively easy to grasp the usefulness of these kinds of categorizations of recognition for 
ecumenical purposes. Some have argued that neither of these two applications of “recognition” 
should be considered to be “recognition” in the fullest sense of the word. What makes actual 
recognition different from identification and acknowledgment? Literature on recognition suggests 
two principal ways to differentiate recognition-like acts from recognition in the fullest sense.  
Firstly, it is possible to simply identify recognition with personifying attitude. Here the role of 
attitudes is self-evident: recognition equals a personifying attitude. Recognition is first and foremost 

 
10 Heikki Ikäheimo and Arto Laitinen, "Analyzing Recognition: Identification, Acknowledgement and Recognitive 
Attitudes Towards Persons," ed. Bert van den Brink and David Owen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 
33–56; Dagmar Heller, "Anerkennung-Dimensionen eines Schlüsselbegriffs der Ökumene," ed. Thomas Bremer and 
Maria Wernsmann, Quaestiones disputatae (Freiburg-Basel-Wien: Herder, 2014), 262–75. 
11 Ikäheimo and Laitinen, "Analyzing Recognition," 37. 



about the one recognizing and their appropriate attitude.12 Literature suggests that the relevance 
of recognizing persons as persons is fundamental. Pirmin Stekeler-Weithofer calls it the “default 
recognition of the dignity of any human being”.13 This form of recognition is void of any evaluation 
of characteristics, statuses, or relations of the one recognized. The attitude attached to this kind of 
default recognition or “unconditional concern for the other” is love. Ikähemo notes an interesting 
paradox in interpersonal recognition motivated by love. Unconditional recognition is by definition 
not dependent on any individual characteristics or “conditions”. At the same time love as an attitude 
is generally restricted to intimate relations, like close friends or family. Love is also highly 
individuating.14 This might suggest that basic, unconditional recognition of every human being is not 
possible beyond close circles. I have addressed love as a recognitive attitude elsewhere and will not 
discuss it here at length.15 It suffices to say that I find Ikäheimo’s proposal involving the use of 
imagination to create placeholders for what could be learned in actual encounters with the other, 
quite convincing.16   
Alongside person-to-person recognition so far referred to, there are numerous examples of 
recognition where either the recognizer or the one recognized is a group or an institution. If 
personifying attitude is necessary for recognition to take place, also these kinds of entities should 
somehow be taken as “persons”. Questions relating to groups and institutions having attitudes will 
be discussed later. 
In most cases, recognition is not direct (person-to-person), or immediate, but mediated by 
institutionalized clusters of norms. Such institutionalized clusters of norms may present themselves 
as cultural or religious norms or even as institutionalized decision-making processes that prescribe 
the rights and entitlements to be respected.17 This leads to the second approach to recognition 
where the role of attitudes is more complex. Here, recognition is about the correct identification of 
relevant features combined with a response that reflects this identification. Unlike the purely 
interpersonal form of recognition, this second, complex form of recognition may include various 
non-personal elements, e.g., institutions or collectives either directly or indirectly. In other words, 
recognition may be mediated. Focus of recognition is not on the attitudes of the one recognizing 
but on the relevant features of the one being recognized.18 Arto Laitinen suggests that in this 
understanding recognitive attitudes are neither necessary nor sufficient for recognition.19 Laitinen’s 
point is that recognizing another as a person, i.e., having a personifying attitude, is generic. It does 
not address the particularity of the one recognized. While taking someone as a person is 
fundamental for recognition, it is possible to identify correctly and respond appropriately without 
this attitude. Following Laitinen one could ask whether ecumenical recognition  requires any 
attitudes at all? Would correct identification followed by appropriate response suffice?  

 
12 This is what is done e.g. in Ikaheimo and Laitinen, “Analyzing Recognition.” 
13 Pirmin Stekeler-Weithofer, "Intuition, Understanding, and the Human Form of Life," ed. Heikki Ikäheimo and Arto 
Laitinen (Leiden - Biggleswarde: Brill, 2011), 105.  
14 Heikki Ikäheimo, "Globalising Love: on the Nature and Scope of Love as a Form of Recognition," Res Publica 18 
(2012): 16-24. 
15 Minna Hietamäki, "’With Love for the Truth, with Charity, with Humility’: Attitudes and Ecumenical Recognition," in 
Apprehending love: theological and philosophical inquiries, ed. Pekka Kärkkäinen and Olli-Pekka Vainio (Helsinki: 
Luther-Agricola-Society, 2019). 
16 Ikäheimo, "Globalising Love." 
17 Heikki Ikäheimo, "Conceptualizing Causes for Lack of Recognition: Capacities, Costs and Understanding," Studies in 
Social and Political Thought, no. 25 (2015): 28. 
18 Arto Laitinen, "On the Scope of ’Recognition’: The Role of Adequate Regard and Mutuality," ed. Hans-Christoph 
Schmidt am Busch and Christopher F. Zurn (Lanham-Boulder-New York-Toronto-Plymouth: Lexinton Books, 2010), 
333.  
19 Laitinen, "On the Scope of ’Recognition’."  



Both immediate interpersonal and institutionally mediated forms of recognition are interesting 
given ecumenical relations. One could ask what the relevance of the first kind of basic, unqualified 
recognition is for ecumenical relations. Is it plausible to demand love as the most fundamental 
attitude in ecumenism? What parts of our ecumenical interactions are based on an unconditional 
concern for the good of the other? Equally important would be the variety of recognitions involving 
some institutional aspects, whether institutionally mediated intersubjective recognition or forms of 
recognition where institutions appear to have agency. How could attitudes be conceptualized when 
institutions, such as churches, are the recognizers and recognizees, and what is the relationship 
between the attitudes of individuals and collectives that are said to hold these attitudes? 
So far it has been established that attitudes are fundamental to interpersonal recognition and are 
attached to the one giving recognition. In more complex forms of recognition involving institutions 
and mediating elements, the focus shifts from the one giving recognition to the one receiving 
recognition. This moves the focus from attitudes to recognitive behaviour. Alongside the one 
recognizing (A) and the one being recognized (B) recognition is about the relationship between A 
and B. Some approaches emphasize the mutuality or dialogical character of recognition. In these 
approaches recognition requires not only that the one recognizing (A) has a recognitive attitude but 
that the one being recognized (B) reciprocally recognizes the one giving recognition (A) as someone 
whose recognition has some meaning. “A” is not only the giver of recognition but also the receiver. 
Laitinen calls this “the restricted view” of recognition because the criteria for recognition are quite 
strict; for successful recognition both A and B must have appropriate attitudes toward each other. 
In a less restrictive approach the success of recognition is dependent solely on the capacity of the 
one recognizing to react appropriately to the normatively relevant features of others. In this latter 
approach, one should also not need to ask for recognition, because there is a general ethical 
imperative to respond adequately to normatively relevant features.20  
As has been shown Laitinen suggests that recognition need not be identified with an attitude, but 
with the expressing, acting upon, or emoting of an attitude. Attitude remains in the background and 
recognition is associated with a certain kind of recognitive behavior. Ikäheimo similarly notes that 
attitudes need not be restricted to those opinions that are individuated and articulated. Some 
attitudes are implicit “background attitudes”.21 These implicit attitudes may impact a person’s 
ability or willingness to act according to the identified normatively relevant features, but they do 
not validate recognition.  
 
Complex recognition: Collectives as agents of recognition 
In the first section it was established that there is a way of speaking about institutional recognition 
that puts less emphasis on attitudes and more on recognitive behaviour or praxis. Following 
Ikäheimo and Laitinen it has been shown that attitudes might not be necessary or primary when 
speaking of recognition involving institutions or collectives. In this section I will investigate another 
approach to institutional recognition by discussing how attitudes could be attached to institutions 
when they are taken as collective agents of recognition.  
Institutions may be seen to “act” in a derivative sense when individuals acknowledge their 
normative character and act accordingly by respecting the statuses and rights of others. Institutions 
have systemic agency when shared institutions are “embedded” in normative social structures that 
mediate recognition.22 But what about cases where collectives appear to act as subjects of 
recognition rather independently of the individuals that make up the collective? There is a long and 

 
20 Laitinen, "On the Scope of ’Recognition’." 
21 Laitinen, "On the Scope of ’Recognition’," 335; Ikäheimo and Laitinen, "Analyzing Recognition," 43.  
22 Hirvonen, "Pathologies of Collective Recognition," 210.  



generally recognized history of associating personifying attitudes towards collective agents, even 
though opinions diverge on exactly how this happens.23 
One way to look at attitudes attached to collectives is to focus on the relationship between the 
attitudes of individuals and the collective. Christian List has presented an attractive taxonomy of 
collective attitudes comprising of three main categories of collective attitudes: aggregate or 
summary attitudes, common attitudes, and corporate attitudes. 
A collective may have summary (or aggregate) attitudes, a kind of democratic majority attitudes 
that are attached to the whole collective. Summary attitudes do not have a direct influence on the 
collective, but they may have an important indirect impact. E.g., a formal structure or institution 
may decide to act upon the aggregated attitude. The impact of the attitude is not immediate but 
requires a mediating structure. A summary attitude may be conceptualized also as a statistical 
measure where a certain attitude is ascribed to a certain group irrespective of whether individuals 
in this group have a sense of belonging to it or not. Summary attitude is the plain summary of 
individual attitudes and therefore does not create collective agency.24  
The second type of collective attitude is a common attitude that is held or believed to be held, by 
all members of the group. Collective attitudes have an interesting connection to sustaining and 
stabilizing social practice. A mere belief that others hold a particular attitude may facilitate 
upholding this attitude collectively, even if many in the group would not have this attitude 
personally. Connected to this is a phenomenon called “pluralistic ignorance” referring to an 
understanding that one’s own beliefs differ from others even though one’s public behavior is 
identical. Consequently, there is no necessary relationship between aggregate or summary attitudes 
and collective attitudes; a collective attitude may be based on false assumptions on “what 
everybody else thinks”. Nevertheless, common attitudes reflect mostly quite straightforwardly the 
attitudes of individuals and, like aggregate or summary attitudes, do not create collective agency.25 
Finally, corporate attitudes are those held by group agents. A group agent is “a collection of 
individuals that are organized in such a way as to have beliefs, desires or goals, and a capacity to 
act, through the contributions of its members, to pursue its desires or goals following its beliefs.”26 
A collective attitude informs the decision-making and activities of the collective but has no 
necessary relation to the attitude of any individual. Corporate attitudes assume group agents that 
are sufficiently structured to take decisions and act upon them. Churches qualify as group agents. 
Such corporate attitudes are interesting. E.g. the relationship between corporate and individual 
attitudes is curious. On the one hand, corporate attitudes cannot be reduced to individual attitudes 
but are attached to the whole group as a group agent. On the other hand, the dynamic expressions 
of individual attitudes within the group may relate to corporate goals differently. 
Corporate attitudes as described by List open up interesting discussion points for recognition 
theories in general and ecumenical recognition in particular. What List describes as corporate 
attitude resembles Ikäheimo’s “background” attitudes that may impact a person’s ability or 
willingness to act according to the required normative behaviour. At the same time List makes a 
clear distinction between the individuals in the collective and the collective itself as an agent. Critical 
for List’s collective agent is that the collective is organized in a way that allows for the members to 
contribute to its agency. Interestingly, both for Ikäheimo and Laitinen, as well as List, the key 
question is the individual’s capacity to act. One of the attitudes that appear to play a role in several 

 
23 Hirvonen, "Pathologies of Collective Recognition," 213.  
24 Christian List, "Three Kinds of Collective Attitudes," Erkenntnis 79 (2014): 1602-09, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10670-
014-9631-z. 
25 List, "Three Kinds of Collective Attitudes," 1609-14. 
26 List, "Three Kinds of Collective Attitudes," 1616. 



different kinds of recognition is respect. Respect is an interesting attitude because it appears in 
approaches that focus on the more individual or interpersonal aspects but also the institutional or 
collective aspects of recognition. It is attached to both unconditional forms (as in having rights) and 
to conditional forms (as in respecting one’s specific identity) of recognition. At times respect 
appears as a kind of basic attitude (as in Stekeler-Weithofer’s “default recognition of the dignity of 
any human being”27). Often respect appears in a list of three attitudes of love, respect, and esteem. 
In all this diversity respect appears as an attitude that might help move between the different 
approaches or aspects of recognition.  
I will start my discussion with the immediately intersubjective recognition. “Respect” in purely 
intersubjective recognition means taking the other as an individual whose validity-claims have 
authority. Purely intersubjective recognition comes in two modes, conditional and unconditional. 
Conditional recognition is based on an evaluation of the possible negative or positive consequences 
of the recognition (i.e. fear or utility) for the recognizer. Unconditional recognition on the other 
hand has no other external reasons beyond the object of recognition. Conditional recognition is 
egocentric in that it focuses on the consequences for me, the recognizer. The unconditional mode 
of recognition considers only the one being recognized, making it allocentric. Ikäheimo claims that 
only the latter, unconditional mode of recognition is properly personifying. This means that in a 
properly personifying mode of recognition the focus is first and foremost on the consequences for 
the object of recognition. I respect you unconditionally when I recognize your authority to validity 
claims irrespective of personal consequences.28 Already as an aspect of interpersonal recognition 
respect appears to contain a kind of creative tension. While respect is an attitude of the one 
recognizing, as a properly unconditional attitude it is allocentric, i.e. focused on the one being 
recognized. As an interpersonal attitude respect appears to overcome at least part of the subject – 
object duality of recognition. 
An institutionally mediated recognition consists of a complex of recognitions. Firstly, there is an 
“upward” recognition of a system of norms, i.e., the institution, by persons. An institution exists by 
being recognized by those whose life it governs. An institution carries certain accepted norms and 
grants to persons statuses and entitlements accordingly. An institutionally mediated recognition, 
therefore, means that by recognizing an institution, I respect the rights and entitlements granted to 
you by this institution. My respect for you is a derivative of my respect for the institution. Some 
systems of norms are more formalized (like laws), others exist more as informal cultural practices. 
In both cases, recognizing someone as a bearer of rights (horizontally) implies also (vertical) 
recognition of the norm or institution itself.29 In institutionally mediated recognition respect has an 
even clearer mediating role. Respect as an individual attitude is what ensures access to rights for 
all. At the same time respect in institutionally mediated recognition shifts emphasis to the 
recognizing individual. In terms of the one who is respected, the recognition is indiscriminate and 
the focus is on the one giving recognition by respecting the mediating institutions.  
 

 
27 Stekeler-Weithofer, "Intuition, Understanding, and the Human Form of Life," 105.  
28 Ikäheimo, "Conceptualizing Causes for Lack of Recognition," 16-24; Heikki Ikäheimo, "Recognition, Identity and 
Subjectivity," in The Palgrave Handbook of Critical Theory, ed. Michael J. Thompson, Political Philosophy and Public 
Purpose (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 569.  
29 Ikäheimo, "Recognition, Identity and Subjectivity," 570. 



Attitudes in ecumenical recognition 
 
What is recognized in ecumenical recognition? 
Harding Meyer offered in his seminal work on recognition as a key ecumenical concept some 
considerations on the overall character of ecumenical recognition. Meyer observes that in the 
ecumenical context the object of recognition may be either one aspect of the church’s life such as 
baptism or ministry, or the church with all its relevant aspects. Ecumenical texts exemplify a kind of 
tiered model of recognition where partial recognitions lead to an eventual complete recognition. 
Ecumenical recognition implies spiritual and theological judgment where the legitimacy and 
authenticity of the other church are acknowledged. This, for Meyer is the absolute core of 
ecumenical recognition. Most often recognition is further defined with “as what” the other is 
recognized, e.g. “as being part of the body of Christ”. Spiritual or theological recognition is generally 
understood to be followed by official or ecclesial ratification. This ratification and all its practicalities 
are a consequence of an already existing spiritual recognition. Finally, Meyer observes that 
conceptually recognition is located in the middle ground between demands for complete uniformity 
and a complete lack of interest in existing differences between churches. “Recognition” for Meyer 
is pointedly not about “reception” or “taking over from the other” but something that preserves the 
otherness of the other.30 
Developments in at times tacit understanding of how ecumenism has advanced have affected also 
perceptions on ecumenical recognition. Dagmar Heller’s analysis some 30 years after Meyer’s 
focuses on “what” is recognized”. Heller lifts mutual recognition of churches, mutual recognition of 
ministries, and mutual recognition of baptism as central objects of recognition. Heller also points 
out that each of these objects of recognition has various aspects. E.g., recognition of baptism might 
entail recognition of the rite of baptism or the recognition of a person as a baptized Christian. Heller 
also refers to instances of recognition where churches have been asked whether they see that a 
particular text exemplifies authentic apostolic tradition. In certain cases, a simple identification 
appears to create an ethical demand for recognition.31 
From these two brief descriptions, we can see that ecumenical recognition comes in a variety of 
forms. Harding Meyer proposes that the core of ecumenical recognition is in the acknowledgment 
of the legitimacy and authenticity of the other church. Recognition in this sense does not consider 
any particular aspect of the church but the legitimacy of the church’s existence as such. It resembles 
greatly Ikäheimo’s description of respect in intersubjective recognition. In purely intersubjective 
recognition “respect” means taking the other as an individual whose validity-claims have authority. 
At the same time ecumenical recognition is not interpersonal, it does not take place between two 
persons but two complex institutions. This duality of both interpersonal type of recognition and 
institutional recognition is a potential source of mixed expectations. Both Meyer and Heller also 
refer to various objects of recognition identified in ecumenical discussions. Meyer does not here 
enumerate these partial aspects; Heller mentions ministries and baptism alongside recognition of 
the church as a whole. Heller also notes that ecumenical recognition is essentially about “as what” 
the other is recognized.  
In view of ecumenical attitudes, the dilemma boils down to this: ultimately, ecumenical recognition 
is about the legi]timacy and authenticity of the other in their entirety. How this holistic recognition 

 
30 Meyer, "’Anerkennung’- ein ökumenischer Schüsselbegriff."A similar emphasis of retaining the alterity of the other 
can be seen earlier in Heinrich Fries, "Was heisst Anerkennung der kirchlichen Ämter?," Stimmen der Zeit 98 (1973). 
31 Heller, "Anerkennung-Dimensionen eines Schlüsselbegriffs der Ökumene." See e.g. discussions on the theological 
significance of the recognition of baptism in World Council of Churches, One Baptism: Towards Mutual Recognition. A 
Study Text, vol. 210, Faith and Order Paper, (Geneva: WCC Publications, 2011). 



is described resembles that of purely interpersonal recognition. Interpersonal recognition is 
fundamental to person-to-person relations, it is generic and unconditional. At the same time the 
traditional emphasis of ecumenical recognition has been on institutional recognition. Here, 
recognition takes ultimately place between two churches or complex institutions. Attitudes may 
play a variety of roles in this kind of recognition. The role of attitudes depends on what role 
individuals play in the upholding of the institutions. Long-standing discussions on ecumenical 
reception are one aspect in this discussion. How does the institutional recognition come to being or 
materialize in the community that lives by the recognizing institution? Is it enough that the 
institution uses it’s delegated decision-making power? How do the decisions made, affect the 
individual’s ability to recognize the authority of the institution and, consequently, both the 
institution itself and the others that the institution has recognized? 
Collective or individual ecumenical recognition? 
As we have seen above, the role of attitudes differs according to the type and object of recognition. 
Looking at the use of “recognition” in ecumenical contexts there is no unanimous understanding in 
ecumenical theology over neither the subject nor the object of (ecumenical) recognition. As an 
example, one could compare statements from the first Faith and Order meeting in 1927 and the 
latest WCC consensus document from 2013. 
In 1927 Faith and Order stated that “[w]hatever the way to the goal, complete unity will require 
that the Churches be so transformed that there may be full recognition of one another by members 
of all communions.”32 While there is no definite vision of how to get there, the ultimate goal of 
ecumenical endeavors is full recognition. This full recognition is mutual and takes place between 
“members of all communions”. Both the subject and the object of recognition are individual 
members, and the role of “churches” is to “be so transformed” that the recognition is possible.  
The 2013 convergence document approaches unity quite differently: “Visible unity requires that 
churches be able to recognize in one another the authentic presence of what the Creed of Nicea-
Constantinople (381) calls the “one, holy, catholic, apostolic Church.”33 This text starts from the goal 
of visible unity which may only be achieved when churches, as collectives, recognize the presence 
of the four marks of oneness, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity in each other. Individuals are not 
mentioned at all. Recognition itself has become more complex, including various institutions or 
authoritative normative entities. It is not only that the churches as collectives recognize each other. 
It is because these collectives first take the creed of Nicea-Constantinople as authoritative and 
based on this acknowledgment judge the character of the other church favorably that they can 
recognize each other. Ecumenical advancement of this kind means a series of “acceptances” 
facilitated by dialogues and gradual granting of statuses by collective institutionally mediated 
recognitions, which in turn are interpreted as “growing in communion” or granting exceeding 
possibilities for sharing life as one faith community.  
The two examples differ in how they conceptualize the role of attitudes as well. The 1927 view 
resembles more interpersonal recognition which is characterized by various attitudes. Individual 
recognitions manifest individual attitudes that may somehow be aggregated, or, through ritualized 
practice create and sustain shared forms of life. It is noticeable that recognition is preceded by a 

 
32 "The Unity of the Christendom and the Relation thereto of Existing Churches," ed. G. K. A. Bell (London-New York-
Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1955), 179. The necessity of change was even more drastically stated in the 
preparatory material of the WCC Assembly in New Delhi 1961: “The achievement of unity will involve nothing less 
than a death and rebirth for many forms of church life as we have known them. We believe that nothing less costly 
can finally suffice.” Printed as "Report of the Commission on Fath and Order to the Central Committee on the Subject 
of the Future of Faith and Order (1960)," ed. Lukas Vischer (St. Louis, Missouri: The Bethany Press, 1963), 209.  

33 World Council of Churches, The Church: Towards a Common Vision, vol. 214, Faith and Order Paper, (Geneva: WCC 
Publications, 2013).  



transformation in the churches. Recognition does not create a transformation but follows it. The 
more recent 2013 description of recognition is more impersonal, even bureaucratic. It is the capacity 
of churches, as collectives, to recognize the presence of the jointly acknowledged normative 
characteristic of a church that ultimately is the criterion for visible unity. In the latter approach, 
individuals have lost all agency in the recognition. It is “the churches” that evaluate the authenticity 
of other churches. Churches are assigned corporative attitudes by describing collective agency. It is 
the church that accepts or agrees with another church. The 2011 WCC document On baptism: 
Towards mutual recognition is a good example of this approach. Even though the document lists 
three “dimensions of recognition” – mutual recognition of churches by churches, church recognizing 
the baptism of a person, individual persons recognizing the baptism on another person – the 
dimension involving individual persons recognizing each other receives only a mention.34 The 
immediate paragraph following the list of “dimensions of recognition” speaks of “parties” without 
explicitly identifying these “parties” as individuals or collectives. The text implies that the act of 
recognition is connected to the capacity to discern certain features in the other (quality, identity, or 
status) and that recognition “corresponds to the church’ realization” of an already existing degree 
of koinonia.35 While the language in this paragraph refers to experiential aspects of recognition 
(realization, growing experience, intensifying recognition, and acknowledgment, etc.), they are 
associated with the church as a whole, not with individual persons. It is the churches that “commit”, 
“share values” and take each other as “equal partners”. Both the subject and the object of 
recognition are collectives, and recognition is essentially about institutional aspects of their 
relationship. 
 
Respect at the center of institutional ecumenism 
Institutionally mediated ecumenical recognition is primarily about granting statuses and respecting 
norms and entitlements associated with the statuses. The main attitude associated with 
institutional recognition is respect. An individual takes part in institutionally mediated recognition 
by respecting the status-giving institutions. This is one of the operational approaches to ecumenical 
recognition. As an example, one can look at the Joint Declaration (Porvoo) between several churches 
in the Anglican Communion and Lutheran churches in Europe.36  
Recognition in the Porvoo Statement’s Joint Declaration comprises of “acknowledgments” and their 
consequences.37 In the text participating churches agree to criteria for recognition and how the 
recognition changes their institutional relationship. The changes include e.g., “(ii) to welcome one 
another’s members to receive sacramental and other pastoral ministrations”, “(iii) to regard 
baptized members of all our churches as members of our own” and “(v) to welcome persons 
episcopally ordained in any of our churches to the office of bishop, priest or deacon […]”. The subject 
of recognition is “church” as a collective entity and the object of recognition is a person whose status 
is recognized. The normative dimension of the acknowledgment is expressed with language such as 
“truly participating”, “authentically preached”, “apostolic”, “possessing Christ’s commission” etc. 
The expressed recognition is not yet complete as some aspects are seen to be under development.  
The dominating ecumenical attitude in institutionally mediated recognition is respect. On the 
church-to-church (horizontal) level recognition means respecting the other as an authoritative 

 
34 World Council of Churches, One Baptism, 210, par. 12. 
35 World Council of Churches, One Baptism, 210, par. 13. 
36 Printed in: Togehter in Mission and Ministry: the Porvoo Common Statement with essays on Church and Ministry on 
Norhtern Europe: Conversations between the British and Irish Anglican Churches and the Nordic and Baltic Lutheran 
Churches.  (London: 1993). 
37 Section V Towards Close Unity, Section A Joint Declaration, paragraph 58 subsections a and b. 



source of claims and norms and thus accepting their moral authority. On the behavioral level 
recognition as respect means performing actions appropriate about the recognized status of the 
other. For individual persons, these institutionally granted statuses imply certain rights in a 
community. These include, e.g., the right of a baptized person to be treated in the same way as a 
person baptized in another signatory community. While individual persons are not mentioned in 
the text as subjects of recognition their role may be inferred from the wider recognition paradigm. 
In this wider paradigm recognition by individuals is mediated by institutional level recognition. By 
recognizing the churches as institutions with the power to grant statuses, individuals respect the 
given statuses (“baptized member” or “ordained”) acknowledged by the institutions, and act 
accordingly.  
One of the challenges in institutionally mediated ecumenical recognition is the disconnect between 
individual persons and the individuals respecting the status-giving institution. In institutionally 
mediated recognition respect is not directed at other persons, but towards the normative 
community one already belongs to. This leads to institutionally mediated recognition being 
paradoxically more about an individual’s relationship to their normative community than persons 
in other communities. Recognition of others becomes collectively egocentric instead of focusing on 
the other. The “medium” that mediates recognition takes the central stage. Recognition detaches 
itself from the everyday situations where concrete acts of recognition take place. Respecting 
existing institutions in the name of ecumenism may also restrict individual, non-institutional 
activities such as eucharistic hospitality that in local context may have significant positive 
ecumenical consequences. “Respect” is also more frequently lifted by in-church groups who do not 
share all the norms of their wider context. Some argue, e.g., that it is ecumenically “respectful” not 
to ordain women or marry same-sex couples because of ecumenical relations.  
 
Recognition and interpersonal exchange 
Recent decades have seen a strengthening of what could be called the interpersonal aspects of 
ecumenical recognition. This has meant also changes in the role of attitudes in ecumenical 
recognition. Movements such as the Global Christian forum or various initiatives emphasizing 
spirituality or ecumenical learning are stressing the need for individuals to come together for mutual 
exchange.  
The Global Christian Forum creates opportunities to listen and receive others’ Christian identity. By 
its Guiding Purpose Statement from 2007 the Global Christian Forum exists so that “representatives 
from a broad range of Christian churches and interchurch organisations […] can gather to foster 
mutual respect, to explore and address together common challenges.”38 The Global Christian Forum 
aims, by definition, to be “a forum”, a place of gathering, rather than an organisation. It has 
institutionalized forms of coming together, sharing faith stories, and expressing opinions. So far 
there has been an emphasis on individual encounters. “Respect” is referenced to for mutual 
encouragement and affirmation of individual Christian experiences and identities.   
Similar, but distinct developments are taking place in spiritual ecumenism. “Spiritual ecumenism” 
stresses ecumenism as an expression of Christianity’s core message of salvation and the consequent 
spiritual life. The ecumenical pioneers of the 20th century spoke of ecumenism as a “gospel 
requirement” and e.g. Unitatis redintegratio (UR) gave ecumenism a notably pneumatological 
focus.39 While distinct approaches, all of them share a similar emphasis if taken as forms of 
ecumenical recognition. While generally recognition is taken to affect the object of recognition, 

 
38 "Third Global Gathering of the Global Christian Forum, Bogota, April 2018," The Ecumenical review 70, no. 2 (2018). 
39 Antonia Pizzey, Receptive Ecumenism and the Renewal of the Ecumenical Movement: The Path of Ecclesial 
Conversion, Brill’s studies in catholic theology, (Leiden: Brill), 14. 



spiritual ecumenism concentrates more on the changes that take place in the subject of recognition. 
Ecumenism becomes a transformative faith journey.40   
The idea of journeying and growth is prominent in so-called “receptive ecumenism”. Receptive 
ecumenism aims to respond to perceived pessimism towards traditional forms of ecumenism. One 
is not very hopeful that institutions as systems of norms will soon cohere to the degree that 
churches as organizations might appear unified. Receptive ecumenism is closely associated with 
spiritual ecumenism and takes the pneumatological focus of UR as a given. But where spiritual 
ecumenism takes place on a personal level, receptive ecumenism expands spiritual ecumenism with 
interpersonal and structural-institutional dimensions.41 At the core of receptive ecumenism is “an 
ethic and strategy” to continue with ecumenism in times when there is great impatience with the 
speed with which official ecumenical processes proceed and decreasing interest in structural unity 
as the ultimate goal of ecumenism. Receptive ecumenism’s “ethic and strategy” is summarized by 
Paul Murray as “hope-filled conversion”. As such it is characterized by a self-critical attitude and 
“responsible hospitality”, which allows a tradition to receive “with integrity” from others in the hope 
that others do the same. 42   
How is the proposed “ethic and strategy” to be understood from the viewpoint of ecumenical 
recognition? Receptive ecumenism distinguishes itself from other ecumenical approaches in its 
identification of the subject and object of recognition. It is neither the churches nor individual 
persons but “traditions [that] might in practice fruitfully have to learn from the other”.43 It is the 
“situated traditions” through which truth is articulated that mediate ecumenical recognition. What 
is interesting in the receptive ecumenism approach is that it is not so much the medium of 
recognition as it is the acknowledgment of the partiality of one or another tradition, and the desire 
to better the tradition, that facilitates recognition. This acknowledgment of the partiality of any 
given tradition combined with a conviction that Christians across traditions must pursue life 
together is what motivates (receptive) ecumenism. Central to this conviction is the commitment to 
taking others as authors of their validity claim to be taken seriously. No one is free from inherited 
stances, assumptions, values, and received knowledge. Because of this, the normative limits of 
tradition are considered porous and open to change.44  
Receptive ecumenism likens the Global Christian Forum approach in its clear focus on individual 
encounter. The role of tradition or traditions distinguishes the two approaches. Even though in 
receptive ecumenism it is the individual Christians that meet, it is the “traditions” that learn. 
Learning is self-reflective. The first question to ask is: “What, in any given situation, can one’s 
tradition appropriately learn with integrity from other traditions?”45 The receptive ecumenism 
approach accepts that ecumenical learning has consequences for the one recognizing. Recognition 
is not about a change in status of the other but a change in self-identification, mediated by 
“tradition”. Recognition is conditional on the projected consequences and, therefore, in Ikäheimo’s 
language “egocentric”. This focus on the effects of recognition on the subject of recognition sets 

 
40 This point has been elaborated with historical examples in Saarinen, Recognition and Religion: A Historical and 
Systematic Study. 
41 Paul D. Murray, "Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning: Establishing the Agenda," International journal for the 
Study of the Christian Church 7, no. 4 (2008): 291, https://doi.org/10.1080/14742250701725785, 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/14742250701725785. 
42 Murray, "Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning," 285. See also Paul D. Murray, Receptive Ecumenism and the 
Call to Catholic Learning. Exploring a Way for Contemporary Ecumeism (2008); Paul D. Murray and Andrea L. Murray, 
"The Roots, Range, and Reach of Receptive Ecumenism," ed. Clive Barrett (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 2012). 
43 Murray, "Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning," 289. 
44 Murray, "Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning." 
45 Murray, "Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning," 288. 



receptive ecumenism apart. Emphasis on self-reflection and learning follows from a confession of a 
kind of “ecumenical arrogance”. Ecumenically arrogant individuals or traditions are self-contained 
and see fault only in others. As a countermeasure to ecumenical arrogance, receptive ecumenism 
offers repentance and conversion. Consequently, ecumenical recognition itself becomes first and 
foremost about self-recognition. Underlying the “egocentric”, the fundamental demand for action 
is allocentric. Murray refers to Levinas in describing how churches “need to attend to and to act 
upon their specific responsibilities revealed in the face of the other”.46 Reference to Levinas and 
receptive ecumenism’s emphasis on the ethical imperative to receive from the other opens avenues 
that cannot be further investigated here. The receptive ecumenism approach contains an 
interesting ambivalence when it comes to recognitive attitudes. On the one hand, there is an ethical 
obligation to recognize various traditions at face value. On the other hand, there is an ethical 
imperative to receive from the other and, therefore, to learn and to change. There is an emphasis 
on the actual lived and experienced a diversity of the traditions which moves the focus from the 
level of norms and institutions to individual persons. At the same time it is the tradition in its 
institutionalized forms that learns and changes. The relationship between individuals and traditions 
becomes crucial. How do traditions “learn”? 

 
Attitudes and ecumenical advancement 
In a recent article on “Ecumenical Winter,” Michael Root states that “[t]he changes in attitudes and 
convergences in church practice rarely arose from official ecumenical efforts”.47 According to Root 
“Church-sponsored ecumenism” is a reaction to something that is “already occurring on its own”. 
Ecumenism advances on two separate lanes, formal and informal. Formal ecumenism refer primarily 
to official dialogues but would include all institutionalized forms of ecumenism. Informal 
ecumenism follows various social trends that have rearranged aspects of church unity and division 
by affecting changes in attitudes and practices. Because of formal and informal ecumenism, 
“churches are characterized by much friendlier attitudes than prevailed in the past”.48  
Root’s analysis reflects well some of the observations made in this article. Root’s “much friendlier 
attitudes” imply a very basic level change in orienting towards others. This basic orientation appears 
analogical to interpersonal recognition, which was described as “the default recognition of the 
dignity of any human being”. Typical to this form of recognition is its lack of focus on individual 
characteristics or statuses. Somehow basic interpersonal recognition, which is fundamental to 
recognition, appears as indifference to statuses and institutions and, therefore, as lacking interest 
in formal or institutional ecumenism. This is the first paradox of ecumenical attitudes and 
recognition: increase in fundamental recognitive attitudes appears as decrease in interest in formal 
ecumenism and institutionally mediated recognition. I associate this paradox with the complexity 
of attitudes and institutions. A certain kind of basic orientation towards the good and well-being of 
the other is foundational to ecumenical relations, but it is not self-evident how individuals’ attitudes 
are attached to institutional level recognition. If we understand official ecumenical processes that 
create institutionally mediated recognition as prioritized means of ecumenism, advances in 
interpersonal (ecumenical) recognition might appear to inhibit ecumenical progress.  
The second paradox of ecumenical attitudes is also visible in Root’s commentary of contemporary 
ecumenism: lack of institutional level ecumenical advance has not hindered “convergences in 
church practice”. I take “convergences in church practice” to mean that practices have started to 
become similar but also that practices as institutionalized behaviour mediate recognition between 

 
46 Murray, "Receptive Ecumenism and Catholic Learning," 290. 
47 Michael Root, "Ecumenical Winter," First Things, no. 286 (2018): 36. 
48 Root, "Ecumenical Winter," 37. 



individuals and communities. This could be taken either as an example of institutionalization, i.e. 
the pragmatic development of new, shared institutions or as an example of ecumenical recognition 
that is not primarily about attitude but expressing or acting upon an attitude. Attitudes may 
implicitly affect an individual’s willingness to engage in recognitive behaviour, but the recognitive 
act itself is not dependent on the attitude. If the goal is to arrive at some point at “official” 
ecumenism, either interpretation can be taken as a positive ecumenical development. Either 
convergences in church practice are pragmatic steps towards more institutionalized ecumenism or 
implication of positive ecumenical “background attitudes” that facilitate recognitive praxis.  
Understanding attitudes in ecumenical recognition differs significantly depending on what is 
considered ecumenical advancement. There is a general historical shift in emphasis from 
emphasizing relations between individuals to emphasizing relations between churches as 
institutions. This shift has been followed by a shift from preferring institutionally mediated over 
interpersonal recognition. The third paradox of ecumenical recognition is that this shift from 
individuals to institutions moves the focus of recognition away from the “ecumenical other” to 
confessional self-identification. Instead of asking “how do I relate to this other Christian”, one starts 
to ask, “how do I relate to my church tradition?” This change in focus may manifest itself in a kind 
of “reconfessionalization” or turning away from ecumenical relations, ecumenical indifference due 
to lack of ownership or renewed interest in the dynamic and developing character of ecclesial 
traditions.  
To the role of attitudes in ecumenical recognition, there is no simple answer. Attitudes function 
differently in institutional and institutionally mediated recognition. Ecumenical advancement has 
long been associated with institutional-level processes. In this approach, attitudes either play no 
role, or they play a role to the degree that the subject of recognition is understood as a corporate 
subject. Even in the latter case, there is no necessary relationship between corporate attitudes and 
the individuals that make the corporate subject. “Official” institutionally mediated recognition 
detaches individuals from the subject and object of recognition creating lack of ownership and 
interest. Attitudes play a central role in the interpersonal level of recognition but there is no 
necessary relationship between institutional recognition and interpersonal recognition. 
Interpersonal ecumenical recognition has also traditionally not received much attention in 
discussions on ecumenical methodology, even though ecumenical friendships or “the role of the 
personal” is recognized by many ecumenically active individuals as a crucial factor in advancing 
ecumenism.49 Various newer initiatives that aim at engaging a larger number of individuals in 
ecumenical encounters do create opportunities for ecumenical change through interpersonal 
recognition. The  question remains to what degree ecumenical advancement remains identified 
with institutional recognition and what influence the interpersonal level is considered to have on 
corporate decision-making.  
  

 
49 Some exemptions include: Margaret O’Gara, No Turning Back. The Future of Ecumenism., ed. Michael Vertin 
(Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press, 2014); Thomas Hughson, "Beyond Ecumenical Dialogue," One in Christ  
(2012). 
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