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1

Introduction

On September 14, 1874, the Musiksaal of the University of Bonn opened its
doors to a three-day conference. Select personalities of Old Catholic, Anglican and Orthodox background conversed on possibilities and avenues of
reunion between these churches, to heal historical rifts on the basis of the
unity of the Early Church. Approximately a year later, from August 10–16,
1875, the Second Bonn Reunion Conference resumed dialogue with a wider
participation.
Contemporary press and subsequent scholarship hailed the Bonn conferences as momentous events comparable to the Florence-Ferrara council in
1434.1 Although not official dialogues between the churches themselves,
they count as a major landmark for what scholars today term “proto-ecumenical” dialogue. A complex set of factors generated the auspicious climate for the Bonn endeavour. The emergence of nineteenth-century nation
states, inner-Catholic dissent produced by the clash with modernity and the
First Vatican Council, Anglican and Orthodox overtures, and, not least, the
fiery personality of Ignaz von Döllinger all combined to make it possible.2
The initiative sparked at the Second Old Catholic Congress (Cologne, 1872);
yet its architect was unquestionably Ignaz von Döllinger (1799–1890).
Döllinger was the quintessential progressive Catholic theologian of his generation: professor at the University of Munich, secretary of the Bavarian
Academy of Sciences; Royal chaplain and adviser to the Bavarian government; champion of historicism in theology; fierce opponent of papal infallibility, for which he was excommunicated (1871); as well as intellectual mentor of the Old Catholic Movement. His scholarly projects and his political
engagement made him aware of the necessity and opportunity of healing
the divisions in the Church.
Modern scholarship generally sees an evolution in Döllinger’s attitude from
polemicist in his early works towards irenicist and even ecumenist in his
later life.3 But, as Victor Conzemius observed already in 1960, characteristic
to Döllinger was an “esprit de combat” which never deserted him, not even
when he advocated reunion between churches.4
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This paper will analyse Döllinger’s role in the 1874–75 Bonn Reunion Conferences with the aim of establishing the extent of his ecumenical engagement. As I hope to prove, the reunionist efforts of the Munich professor
were influenced by his concern for the social-political and religious future
of Europe;5 his unquestioned faith in the power of historical research to demask the source of conflicts, and in a historically informed dialogue to solve
them; and his personal history, especially with the Vatican.
To that end, I shall first offer a brief outline of Döllinger’s reunionist ideas
prior to Bonn. Next, I shall present each conference, commenting on the proceedings, the results achieved, Döllinger’s more “combative” interventions,
and their reception. Especially during the second conference, Döllinger time
and again set the reunion project as a reaction to the proclamations of the
First Vatican Council. This (quite gratuitous) polemical dimension created
more problems than it hoped to solve.

2

Döllinger’s Vision of the Reunion of Churches

Return to the unity of the undivided universal Church was a long-time interest of Döllinger’s, cemented by his friendship with English and French
theologians of various Christian backgrounds, and his research in the history of the Church.
The young church historian ardently believed that the Catholic Church was
the continuation of the universal Church; it had both the divinely appointed
papacy to coordinate various local churches and it also respected national
differences. Through a balanced historical judgment, he sought to present
a Catholic Church that invited Protestants to rejoin its bosom. As the Holy
See began to clash both with nationalism and the historical method so dear
to Döllinger, he began to focus more and more on exposing the historical
abuses of the papacy as major causes of the schism with the East and of the
Reformation.6 On the eve of the First Vatican Council, he was working on the
history of reunion attempts as part of a larger project.7 Almost a year after
his excommunication,8 he delivered a series of Lectures on the Reunion of
the Churches.9
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These programmatic speeches set reunion in a missionary perspective,
explored its political effects,10 and outlined the method to achieve it in
post-Vatican I circumstances. Given that the Vatican decrees destroyed any
hope for corporate union,11 Döllinger entrusted the project of reconciliation
to educated clergy and laity. They were to consult together on the basis of
Scripture and the tradition of the undivided Church;12 to remove speculative
additions and unfounded opinions that distorted this tradition across history; and to discover “eirenic” explanations of creedal differences.13 Döllinger
believed that this unionist core would generate larger and larger ripples until an international society were created, which would wash over the surface of the world.
When the Second Old Catholic Congress (Cologne, 1872) set up a Commission for Church Union,14 Döllinger accepted its chairmanship and an uneasy
alliance with the Old Catholic Church15 in exchange for the opportunity to
further this reunion programme. Thus began the organisation of the 1874
Bonn Reunion Conference.

3

The 1874 Bonn Reunion Conference

In July 1874, an invitation was sent out to select personalities principally
from the Anglican Communion, the (Old) Catholic Church and the Eastern
Churches. The aim of the conference, it stated, was to bring about “ecclesiastical intercommunion and religious fraternity” while respecting confessional freedom and national particularities. This would be founded on the
consensus of the ancient, undivided Church as expressed in Patristic teaching and institutions, as well as the decrees of Ecumenical Councils.16
Fifty-six participants gathered from Germany, Switzerland, France, Denmark, Russia, Greece, England and the USA. Delegates belonged to Old
Catholic, Anglican and Episcopalian (USA), and Orthodox Churches. Many
of them were Döllinger’s personal contacts. Discussions took place mostly between Döllinger; Joseph H. Reinkens (1821–1896), Old Catholic bishop; Edward H. Browne (1811–1891), bishop of Winchester; John S. Howson (1816–1885), dean of Chester; Henry P. Liddon (1829–1890) — from
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England; John B. Kerfoot (1816–1881), bishop of Pittsburgh; Robert J. Nevin
(1839–1906); William C. Langdon (1831–1895) — from the USA; Zikos Rhossis (1838–1933) — from Greece; I. L. Yanyshev (1826–1910), rector of the St.
Petersburg Clerical Academy; Alexander Kireyev (1833–1910), Secretary of
the St. Petersburg Society of the Friends of Spiritual Enlightenment; Arsenius Tatschaloff (1838–1890), archpriest in Wiesbaden — from Russia. Only
one Roman Catholic attended, Henry Nutcombe Oxenham (1829–1888) from
England. A small number of Protestant theologians were invited as expert
guests and listeners.17
In preparing the agenda Döllinger consulted with the Anglo-Continental
Society (Frederick Meyrick, 1827–1906), and the Society of the Friends of
Spiritual Enlightenment at St. Petersburg (Kireyev).18 Following their response, he prepared in advance 14 articles to be submitted for discussion
alongside the filioque. These concerned: 1. the canon of Scripture, 2. the authority of the original Scriptural languages, 3. the use of Bible translations,
and 4. of vernacular in liturgy, 5. salvation in relation to faith and love, 6. the
salvific merit of acts, 7. the merits of the saints, 8. the number of the sacraments, 9. tradition and apostolic succession, 10. the Immaculate Conception,
11. confessions, 12. indulgences, 13. prayers for the dead (touching also on
purgatory), and 14. the Eucharist.19
Against Meyrick’s wishes that special committees should study each article in part before presenting them to the plenum,20 Döllinger chose to submit them directly to bilateral and plenary sessions. The first eight articles,
deemed to reconcile Western differences, were discussed only with the Anglicans (although Orthodox were present). The rest, as relevant to all participating Churches, were approached in plenary sessions. In the final session,
dedicated to specific theological and disciplinary differences between the
Catholic and the Orthodox Churches (that Kireyev identified in his letter),
the Old Catholics sat with the Orthodox.21
Döllinger was intent on keeping discussions at the level of history rather
than theology. His own background might have influenced his expectations
of success: His Anglican contacts belonged mostly to the Oxford Movement,
members of which had already contemplated a vision of reunion based on
a return to origins.22 The English and American delegations arrived with the
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prospect of intercommunion ahead.23 Moreover, Döllinger was convinced
that up to 1870 the Catholic and Orthodox Churches could claim unity of
doctrine — albeit realising it required some effort.24 Indeed, most of the articles occasioned seemingly easy-going agreement.
At 3 pm on September 14, the Catholic and Anglican participants conducted
a first round of discussions.25 On the agenda were a common proposal on
the filioque, to be discussed in the plenary session later; and reconciling
differences within the Western tradition, as formulated in the first eight articles. The latter were hardly objectionable, especially in light of the reforms
introduced by the Old Catholic community.26 Minimal amendments, mostly
for linguistic precision, were introduced to articles 5 and 6 (salvation in relation to faith and merits). Article 8 generated more exchange, but remained
unmodified. It accommodated the primacy of baptism and Eucharist as the
sacraments necessary to salvation with the established tradition of seven
sacraments in pre-Reformation Churches (a mere historical development).27
The filioque, however, proved the proverbial thorn in the side. The organisers wanted to eliminate it from the creed, since no council had sanctioned
it; and clinging to it only hindered “future unity and peace”.28 The Americans
approved. English delegates (Browne, Liddon, Howson, Oxenham), however,
feared the doctrinal and liturgical consequences.29 As much as Döllinger insisted that the article in no way concerned the doctrine of the procession
of the Holy Spirit — but rather that it “crept into” the creed unilaterally —,
the English insisted that the doctrine should be addressed too. Eventually
Browne’s compromise was adopted: the filioque was irregular; decision to
return to the original creed pertains to the whole Church; with the proviso
that the doctrinal truth expressed in the Western formula be safeguarded.30
In the second part of the afternoon the Orthodox joined the discussion on
the filioque. They, too, steered towards the double procession of the Holy
Spirit, finally forcing Döllinger to admit that this was indeed a doctrinal
contention between West and East.31 The morning of September 15 set the
Easterners against the English: The former thought renouncing the formula as well as the doctrine of the filioque was a precondition for any future
reunion. The latter advocated the truth of the doctrine and the freedom to
profess it. Eventually, in the spirit of true ecumenism, but also because the
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discussion seemed to be leading nowhere,32 the conference provisionally
adopted Browne’s version, and mandated a special commission to study the
topic33 (this became the preparatory commission for the Second Reunion
Conference).34
The following plenary meetings addressed the remaining six articles. Of
these, more challenging were articles 9b, 10, and 13.
Article 9 defined tradition as an authoritative source of teaching; and apostolic succession as the norm for the preservation of authentic tradition.35 Its
second clause, which affirmed the “unbroken episcopal succession” of the
Church of England and its derivates,36 invited trouble. The Orientals hesitated and voiced their suspicions. This implied that a question mark hung
over the very participation of the Anglican and Episcopalian Churches to
the conference. Döllinger demonstrated in a veritable mini-lecture the legitimate consecration of the first Anglican bishop, expecting that this would
be sufficient proof for the apostolic succession of the English Orders. Yanyshev, however, conceded only that the Russian Church ought to look more
closely at this issue.37
Article 10 rejected the dogma of the Immaculate Conception as “contrary to
the tradition of the first thirteen centuries”.38 Fuelled by Old Catholic protest against the Vatican, this was the only openly polemical (anti-Roman,
and therefore un-ecumenical) article of the entire conference — the English
were apprehensive. Oxenham, himself a Roman Catholic, reproached that
the conference was “erecting a new dogma” by rejecting another. Twice Liddon tried to appease the heated spirits: Twice he lost. Firstly he suggested
that the Immaculate Conception could be held as a pious opinion, albeit not
an article of faith. Then he tried to recast the article into a milder form that
conveyed protest against the Roman dogma, but not a radical rejection.
Döllinger remained exceptionally vehement. Speaking in the name of the
“German theologians” (i.e., Old Catholics), he claimed the Immaculate Conception was fons et origo malorum that paved the way for papal infallibility: A
historical forgery, it was untenable even as a pious opinion. If not the article
itself, the debate it generated took the contours of a Döllingerian type of Old
Catholic manifesto against the Vatican. In the end the English and Americans
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assented to the article as a gesture of solidarity (Kerfoot), in full understanding that this was the support of private individuals only (Howson).39
Lively discussions ensued on articles 13 (prayers for the dead) and 14
(Eucharistic sacrifice), in which differences of opinion amongst the Anglican delegates (English—American, High Church—Low Church) transpired.40
Eastern participants opposed the second clause of article 13 (the invocation
of saints as not necessary for salvation). In spite of Döllinger’s historical
explanations in support of the clause, it remained suspended.41
At the final bilateral meeting with the Orthodox, Döllinger presented the
dogmatic, canonical and ritual differences between Catholicism and Orthodoxy raised in the preparatory letter sent by the Society of the Friends of
Spiritual Enlightenment. These concerned: papal primacy, filioque and the
double procession, the Virgin Mary, good works, sin, state of the departed,
rite of baptism, confirmation, communion in both kinds, epiklesis, clerical
celibacy, and the sacraments of penance and unction. Döllinger set a rapid
pace of discussion, detailing mostly the topics unresolved in earlier sessions. The Russian Orthodox (Tatschaloff, Yanyshev) generally accepted his
explanations of Western rites, and considered that ritual differences were
no impediments to reunion.42 Döllinger concluded that only two (unspecified) issues remained unresolved, which would be addressed at the next
conference.
Delegates left the conference feeling optimistic about the real potential for
Christian reunion. Döllinger’s generally bonhomous and erudite presidency43 certainly created the impression that substantial consensus had been
reached. Döllinger himself appreciated the results of the first Reunion Conference as the joint orthodoxy of Germanic peoples (the German, and the English).44 Yet, the reception of the 1874 conference revealed its weaknesses, too.
England was divided between enthusiasm and scepticism. The inner-Anglican divisions carried into the reception of the conference. A most astonishing opponent was Edward Bouverie Pusey (1800–1882), whom Liddon kept
apprised through correspondence. Pusey criticised Döllinger’s exaggerated
lenience towards the Easterners. He thought venerable Western doctrines
such as the filioque should not be sacrificed for the sake of union; nor was
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this the only theological obstacle to communion. Pusey also resented the
anti-Vatican taint Döllinger imprinted on parts of the proceedings.45 In England, the Catholic Church had barely come out of the shadow; and a conference at which English clergy seemingly sanctioned outbursts such as
Döllinger’s opening address at the first plenary session46 was bound to raise
questions.
On the eve of the 1875 Reunion Conference, Browne and William E. Gladstone (1809–1898, English Prime Minister up to 1874) sent letters with advice on contentious issues of the previous year.47 Browne also wrote on the
apostolic succession of English Orders. Both Browne and Gladstone were
against the article on the invocation of saints, and against compromising
the integrity of Western pneumatology. As the latter explained, to alter the
creed could be construed as altering the very faith it expressed.
In Russia Yanyshev published his own report. Whether intentionally or simply by misunderstanding, he intimated that, pending further discussion, the
Old Catholics were amiable to recognising the primacy of the Patriarch of
Constantinople.48 In his presentation, the unresolved issues that would form
the agenda of the next conference were precisely the primacy of the patriarch and the filioque.49 In reality, only papal primacy was briefly mentioned
at the first conference. Döllinger stated only that the topic was still debated
amongst Old Catholics, therefore no conclusive view could be offered at the
time. In response, Orthodox participants agreed that primacy was a topic
for the special commission.50
Yanyshev’s report is also suggestive of the political interests at stake in
light of the Eastern Question. From the Russian point of view, reunion with
Old Catholics would give Russia a solid footing with the Catholic minorities in the Balkans against Austria-Hungary. The benefits of reunion for the
Balkans had not been lost on Döllinger either, although he expected Russia
to moderate her “crusading spirit” as a result.51 Alongside his exaggerated
sense of Western historical responsibility for the schism with the East, this
understanding of the role of Russia informed his lenience towards the Easterners. He as much as declared it openly at the second conference, when he
noted that Orthodoxy no longer needed to fear the West because they now
had the protection of Russia.52
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4

The Second Reunion Conference in 1875

The invitation to the Second Reunion Conference (July 22, 1875), addressed
anyone with sufficient theological education who was interested in joining.
A more numerous attendance included active participants of the previous
year’s conference, Anglican divines and Orthodox prelates, lay theologians
and dignitaries, as well as a larger number of Lutherans and Reformed. The
Anglican delegation, comprising personalities from England, Ireland, Scotland, and the USA (including secretaries of both Houses of the General Convention), was headed this time by Charles W. Sandford (1828–1903), bishop
of Gibraltar. The much larger Eastern group included representatives of the
Patriarchate of Constantinople; Archbishop Lykourgos of Syra and Tenos
(1827–1875); as well as Church dignitaries and delegates from almost all Balkan countries.53 Evidently, reunion or some form of reconciliation among
Churches was a pressing subject in the region.
The filioque, this time with a focus on the doctrine of the procession of the
Holy Spirit, took the lion’s share of the proceedings. Döllinger also brought
up several more times the apostolic succession of Anglican Orders, in response to Orthodox reservations reiterated in private conversations.54 To
solve the language difficulty, he divided talks into morning sessions in
German or French, and afternoon sessions in English. Although all were
plenary, in the mornings his targeted conversation partners were the Orthodox, in the afternoon the Anglicans. Unfortunately, these factors contributed to sharpening the “battle lines” that were felt already in 1874.
The larger attendance revealed not just inner-Anglican divisions, but also
differences of opinion between various Orthodox Churches.
Before the Anglicans arrived, parts of the Eastern delegation had already
sat two sessions with the Old Catholics (August 10 and 11). This time, they
made clear what they were not willing to accept: any doctrinal innovation —
i.e., any declaration not sanctioned by an ecumenical council, the only infallible organ of the Church in matters of doctrine — and any notion suggestive
of a double principle or causality in the procession of the Holy Spirit. They
agreed to base discussions on the creeds and ecumenical councils of the
undivided Church; and on patristic pneumatology up to John of Damascus.55
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On the morning of August 12, the plenum convened. As in 1874, Americans
seconded the Old Catholics in their wish to eliminate the filioque from the
creed. As William S. Perry (1832–1898), Secretary of the American Convention, reported in one of the informal meetings at Sandford’s hotel apartment, American dioceses had petitioned the General Convention to remove
the filioque from the creed.56 Among the English, Howson approved too,57
but others, especially Liddon, were adamant that it should be kept, not least
because of its role in liturgy and the questions it would raise in uninformed
minds regarding Trinitarian theology.58 Liddon proposed again that the matter should be decided in an ecumenical council — this was, however, dismissed as unlikely to ever occur.59
For the remainder of the conference, participants immersed themselves in
discussions on the theology of the procession of the Holy Spirit, the relationship between the Holy Spirit and the other two persons of the Trinity, the differences of terminology, dissecting the Fathers’ texts for proof.
Döllinger hoped that, by showing openness to the Orthodox and formulating
the doctrine in a manner as pleasing as possible to them, they could be persuaded to accept the Western teaching.60
But the crux of the matter was whether the filioque was a dogma or a theological speculation in the West. Even so, Yanyshev alone inclined to receive
the Western explanations, as long as they remained a theological opinion.61
Fault was also found with the Anglican rejection of the seventh ecumenical
council — which undermined the very basis of dialogue.62
Eventually a special committee met on the mornings of August 14 and 15,63
proposing six articles for plenary debate: Essentially, these stated that the
Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone (single procession), but that the
Son is the means and locus of procession. In other words, the Son has no
agency in the procession of the Holy Spirit, but remains indispensable for
it.64 Although participants eventually gave their assent, it was clear that
the filioque was the Achilles’ heel of the reunion project. To make matters
worse, Howson turned against the article on Eucharistic sacrifice that
he had subscribed a year before,65 threatening to undo even the progress
achieved in 1874.

Jahresheft 2020

73

The impasse of the second conference rested in its goals: it tried to squeeze
out creedal unity, albeit, as the invitation stated, without injury to “traditional peculiarities generally, whether in doctrine, constitution, or ritual”.66
The filioque, however, with its historical stumbling-block role and its doctrinal ramifications, constituted too serious an obstacle. As the American
Philip Schaff (1819–1893) noted, this was a complex exegetical, historical,
and doctrinal problem. Instead, he argued, reunion should find suitable
ways for Christians of various backgrounds to achieve “living unity in liberty and liberty in unity”. Sandford, too, urged that more practical aspects of
reunion should be prioritised.67
It did not help that throughout the conference, Döllinger polemicised against
the Vatican in several lengthy speeches. His opening address on August 12
and his closing five-hour lecture encased proceedings in this “combative”
dimension. Döllinger sought to expound the historical causes of division in
a style reminiscent of the Lectures on the Reunion of the Churches (Western
propensity to dominate the Eastern Churches; the history of papal despotism founded on forgeries; scholasticism and the Jesuits as agents of papal
ambition). But he drew a direct connection between the filioque and papal
infallibility, as marked instances when the papacy exceeded its authority
with disastrous consequences for the unity of Christendom.68 He went so
far as to state that after the Vatican decrees Christians worldwide had a
duty to confront Roman Catholics; and that this confrontation was the stimulus for reunion that made the Bonn conferences possible.69
The 1875 conference received even more attention in the media and in educated circles, with similar polarisation. This time, Pusey took his critique
to the papers, and some fierce sparring occurred with Meyrick in the Times
and the Guardian. His hostility, which had created sensation in England,
contributed to Döllinger’s dejection.70 Among the Orthodox, Julian J. Overbeck (1820–1905), himself a convert to Orthodoxy, campaigned against receiving the results of the Bonn conference, discontented with the fact that
Anglicans did not acknowledge the seventh ecumenical council. Political
events also conspired to discourage the organisation of a new conference,
which probably would have had this as a topic. In Germany the kulturkampf
(1872–1886) was raging. Tensions in the Balkans reached a critical point by
1876, leading to the Russo-Turkish war of 1877–1878. As Britain supported
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the Ottoman Empire, it would have been very difficult for Anglicans and
Orthodox to sit at a common table. Amidst such adversities, the project was
suspended indefinitely, never to be resumed.

5

Concluding Remarks

A modern church historian and liberal Catholic thinker, Döllinger could never condone the turn the Holy See took in the later nineteenth century. As
the above exposition shows, he never missed an occasion to fight fire with
fire, even when less opportune to do so.
Whether consciously applied at Bonn or not, Döllinger’s idea of expanding
unionist ripples generated from a core of like-minded intellectuals backfired
for several reasons. First and foremost because delegates brought their personal opinion to the discussion; they were not official representatives. This
meant that agreement to an article did not necessarily reflect the received
view in a given Church, and could be withdrawn at any time (e.g., Howson’s
withdrawal). When in 1875 interest in the Bonn project took a semi-official turn (especially in the Balkans), the rifts became more visible and less
easy to overcome. 1875 showed that theological differences could not be
explained away using just the historical method, as Döllinger had hoped.
Döllinger also underestimated the force that debates on the sacraments,
Ritualism, and the Athanasian Creed still carried in England. These “made
any ecumenical manoeuvres fraught with danger”.71 Moreover, in spite of
his own caveat, that union should be holistic,72 Roman Catholicism was not
given a proper voice at Bonn. Döllinger’s attitude, especially at the Second
Conference, seemed that of rubbing reunion in Rome’s face, a fact which
estranged even some supporters of the project across the Channel.
This polemical dimension was certainly in the air: Vatican I had accelerated the budding spirit of openness, both on the Anglican and the Orthodox side. Although the Bonn conferences had “ecumenical” aspirations, the
principal target of both Churches was to arrive at an understanding with
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the Old Catholic Church. High-Churchmen in England recognised in the Old
Catholic Movement a national Catholic Church akin to how they themselves
perceived Anglicanism.73 As for the motivations behind Eastern overtures,
especially from the St. Petersburg Society of the Friends of Spiritual Enlightenment, more thorough research is needed to assess them properly.
Vojtech Novitzky ist römisch-katholischer Theologe. 2020 schloss er den
Bonner Masterstudiengang „Ecumenical Studies“ mit einer Arbeit über Döllinger ab.
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