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Pope Francis processes alongside Orthodox Metropolitan Gennadios of Italy, at right
in black, as he arrives to preside over an ecumenical prayer service Jan. 18 at
Rome's Basilica of St. Paul Outside the Walls. The service marked the beginning of
the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity. (CNS photo/Paul Haring)
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Just as divisions in society grow when wealth is not shared, divisions within
Christianity grow when the richness of gifts God has given to one Christian church or
community are not recognized and shared, Pope Francis said.

"It is easy to forget the fundamental equality existing among us: that once we were
all slaves to sin, that the Lord saved us in baptism and called us his children," the
pope said Jan. 18 during an ecumenical evening prayer service at Rome's Basilica of
St. Paul Outside the Walls.

At the beginning of the service, Pope Francis, Orthodox Metropolitan Gennadios of
Italy and Malta and the Rev. Tim Macquiban, minister of Rome's Ponte Sant'Angelo
Methodist Church, paused for a moment of prayer before the presumed tomb of St.
Paul.

The prayer service marked the beginning of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity.
The theme for 2019 -- "Justice, Only Justice, Shall You Pursue" -- was chosen by a
group of Christians in Indonesia.

Members of the group, Pope Francis said, chose the passage from Deuteronomy
because "they are deeply concerned that the economic growth of their country,
driven by the mentality of competition, is leaving many in poverty and allowing a
small few to become immensely wealthy."
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And, he said, "that is not simply the case in Indonesia; it is a situation we see
worldwide. When society is no longer based on the principle of solidarity and the
common good, we witness the scandal of people living in utter destitution amid
skyscrapers, grand hotels and luxurious shopping centers, symbols of incredible
wealth."

"We have forgotten the wisdom of the Mosaic law: If wealth is not shared, society is
divided," the pope said.

In an analogous way, he said, Christians also tend to forget that they are brothers
and sisters, equally saved through baptism.

"It is easy to think that the spiritual grace granted us is our property, something to
which we are due, our property," the pope said. Or one group of Christians can be so
focused on the gifts they have received from God that they are blind to the gifts God
has given others.

"It is a grave sin," he said, "to belittle or despise the gifts that the Lord has given our
brothers and sisters, and to think that God somehow holds them in less esteem."

God's grace, the pope said, must never "become a source of pride, injustice and
division."

The path to Christian unity, the oneness that Jesus prayed his disciples would have,
begins with humbly recognizing that "the blessings we have received are not ours by
right, but have come to us as a gift; they were given to be shared with others," he
said.

Connected with that, he said, is an acknowledgment of "the value of the grace
granted to other Christian communities."

"A Christian people renewed and enriched by this exchange of gifts will be a people
capable of journeying firmly and confidently on the path that leads to unity," the
pope said.
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