









The Church

The Evolution of Catholicism

Richard P. McBrien

[image: image]





In grateful memory of



Yves M.-J. Congar, O.P.
 (1904–95),



the greatest ecclesiologist in



the history of the Church





Contents


Foreword, by Theodore M. Hesburgh, C.S.C



Preface



The Scope and Organizational Plan of the Book



The Limits of the Book



The Spirit and Tone of the Book



Acknowledgments



Part I

Introduction: The Content and Scope of Ecclesiology



1 What Is Ecclesiology?



2 What Is the Church?



2.1 Toward a Definition



2.2 Mission



2.3 The Church and the Kingdom, or Reign, of God



2.4 Distinctions Within the Church and Between the Churches



2.5 The Catholicity of the Church



3 Where Ecclesiology Fits



4 The Ecumenical and Interfaith Dimensions of Ecclesiology



5 The Pastoral Dimension of Ecclesiology



6 The Controversial Character of Ecclesiology



7 Models and Methods in Ecclesiology



8 Ecclesiological Development



Part II

Ecclesiology in the New Testament



1 The History of Ecclesiology and the History of the Church



2 The Ecclesiologies of the New Testament



2.1 The New Testament as a Source for Ecclesiology



2.2 “The Canon Within the Canon”



2.3 The Meaning of “Church” in the New Testament



2.4 Did Jesus Intend to “Found” a Church?



2.5 Jesus and the Jews



2.6 The Pentecost Experience



2.7 The Early Church and Contemporary Judaism



2.8 The Church, the Reign of God, and the Eucharist



2.9 The Mission of the Church



2.10 Structures of the New Testament Churches



2.11 Structural Development Within the New Testament



2.12 “Early Catholicism” in the New Testament



2.13 The Church as People of God, Body of Christ, and Temple of the Holy Spirit



2.13.a People of God



2.13.b Body of Christ



2.13.c Temple of the Holy Spirit



3 Summary and Synthesis



Part III

Ecclesiology from the Postbiblical Period to the Mid-Nineteenth Century



1 The Scope of the Problem



2 The History of Postbiblical Ecclesiology: An Overview



2.1 The Early Church



2.2 Early Heresies and Schisms



2.3 Persecutions



2.4 The Edict of Milan



2.5 Monasticism



2.6 St. Augustine of Hippo



2.6.a The Church and the Holy Spirit



2.6.b The Visible and Invisible Churches



2.6.c The Catholicity of the Church



2.6.d The Church as the Body of Christ



2.6.e The Church and the Eucharist



2.6.f The Church and the Kingdom of God



2.6.g The Bishop of Rome



2.7 Tribal Migrations



2.8 The Gregorian Reform



2.9 The Establishment of Universities



2.10 Purist Movements



2.11 The East-West Schism



2.12 St. Thomas Aquinas



2.13 The Great (Western) Schism



2.14 The Protestant Reformation



2.14.a Luther’s Ecclesiology



2.14.b Calvin’s Ecclesiology



2.14.c Evangelical, or Radical, Ecclesiology



2.14.d Ecclesiology of the English Reformation



2.15 The Catholic Reformation, or Counter-Reformation



2.16 The French Revolution



2.17 Missionary Expansion



2.18 Democratic Movements of the Nineteenth Century



2.19 Ecclesiology on the Eve of Vatican I



Part IV

Ecclesiology from Vatican I to the Threshold of Vatican II



1 Peter and the Papacy: The Ecclesiological Context for Vatican I



1.1 The Papacy in Catholic Teaching: An Overview



1.2 Peter in the New Testament



1.3 Papal Primacy in Catholic Teaching



1.4 Papal Infallibility in Catholic Teaching



1.5 Petrine Succession, Petrine Ministry, and the Pope as Vicar of Peter



1.5.a Petrine Succession



1.5.b Petrine Ministry



1.5.c The Pope as Vicar of Peter



2 Vatican I (1869–70)



2.1 Purpose, Preparations, and Composition



2.2 Vatican I on Papal Primacy



2.3 Vatican I on Papal Infallibility



2.4 A Summary Assessment of Pastor Aeternus



3 Post–Vatican I Developments



3.1 Leo XIII’s Satis cognitum and Apostolicae curae (1896)



3.2 Pius X’s Anti-Modernist Documents (1907, 1910)



3.3 Pius XII’s Mystici Corporis Christi (1943)



3.3.a The Church as Body of Christ



3.3.b The Church as Hierarchical and Charismatic



3.3.c The Church and the Holy Spirit



3.3.d The Pope and the Other Bishops



3.3.e “The One, True Church”



3.4 The Holy Office and the Father Feeney Case (1949)



3.5 Pius XII’s Humani generis (1950)



4 Pre–Vatican II Ecclesiology



4.1 Protestant and Anglican Ecclesiologies



4.1.a Dietrich Bonhoeffer



4.1.b John A. T. Robinson



4.1.c Harvey Cox



4.1.d “Death of God” Theologians



4.2 Progressive Catholic Ecclesiologies



4.2.a Karl Rahner



4.2.b Edward Schillebeeckx



4.2.c Henri de Lubac



4.2.d Hans Küng



4.2.e John Courtney Murray



4.2.f Yves Congar



4.3 The Ecclesiology of the Manuals



4.3.a The Spanish Summa: Joachim Salaverri



4.3.b Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma: Ludwig Ott



4.3.c Other Ecclesiologies in the Manual Tradition: Timoteo Zapelena



4.3.d Charles Journet



5 Pope John XXIII



Part V

The Ecclesiology of the Second Vatican Council



1 Introduction and Overview



2 The Announcement of and Preparations for the Council



3 Pope John XXIII’s Opening Address



4 The First Days of the Council



5 Vatican II in Historical and Theological Perspective



6 The Ecclesiology of Vatican II: Six Basic Themes



6.1 The Church as Mystery, or Sacrament



6.2 The Church as People of God



6.3 The Church as Servant



6.4 The Church as a Communion



6.5 The Church as Ecumenical Community



6.6 The Church as Eschatological Community



6.7 Summary Chart



7 The “Twin Pillars” of Vatican II’s Ecclesiology: Lumen gentium and Gaudium et spes



7.1 The Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (Lumen gentium)



7.2 The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et spes)



7.2.a First Stage: Emergence of the Idea



7.2.b Second Stage: Preparation of a Schema for Conciliar Debate



7.2.c Third Stage: Council Debate and Revision



8 Vatican II: Continuity or Discontinuity?



9 The Style of Vatican II



10 Approaches to the Interpretation of Conciliar Texts



10.1 Ormond Rush



10.2 The Extraordinary Synod of 1985



10.3 Ten Practical Norms



11 Pope Paul VI’s Ecclesiam Suam (1964)



12 Concluding Reflections



Part VI

Post–Vatican II Ecclesiology: The Church ad Extra



1 The Church and the Kingdom, or Reign, of God



1.1 Karl Rahner



1.2 Edward Schillebeeckx



1.3 Hans Küng



1.4 Avery Dulles



1.5 Protestant and Anglican Theologians



2 The Church and the World



2.1 Karl Rahner



2.2 Edward Schillebeeckx



2.3 Hans Küng



2.4 Johann Metz



2.5 Protestant Theologians



3 The Church and Salvation



3.1 The Church and Non-Christians



3.2 The Church and Jews



3.3 The Catholic Church and Other Christians



3.3.a Dialogues and Consultations



3.3.b “Sister Churches”



3.3.c Particular Churches and Ecclesial Communities



3.3.d Intercommunion, or Eucharistic Sharing



3.3.e The Mutual Recognition of Ordained Ministries



4 Catholic Social Teaching



4.1 Mission



4.2 Ministry



4.3 Structure



4.4 The Church’s Right and Duty to Teach



4.5 Mode of Teaching



4.6 Church and State



4.7 The Witness of the Church



4.8 The Principle of Subsidiarity



4.9 The Unfinished Agenda



5 The Church and Politics



5.1 The Meaning of “Politics”



5.2 Church and State



5.3 Bishops in Politics



5.4 Clergy and Religious in Politics



5.5 The Political Theology of Johann Metz



6 The Church and Liberation



7 The Church and the Holy Spirit



7.1 Pneumatology Yesterday and Today



7.2 The Pneumatology of Yves Congar



8 Brief Summation



Part VII

Post–Vatican II Ecclesiology: The Church ad Intra



1 The Church as a Communion



1.1 The General Concept



1.2 Communion and Vatican II



1.3 Communion and Eucharist



1.4 Structural Aspects of Communion



1.5 The Communion of Saints



2 Authority in the Church



2.1 An Overview



2.2 The Authority of Jesus and the Apostles



2.3 Apostolic Succession



2.4 Magisterium



2.4.a The Meaning and Levels of Teaching Authority



2.4.b Directed Toward Whom?



2.4.c Complexity of the Process



2.4.d Criteria for Evaluating Magisterial Pronouncements



2.5 Papal Authority



2.5.a John Paul II’s Ut unum sint (1995)



2.5.b Hierarchical Commentators



2.5.c Theologians



2.5.d The Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith



2.6 Collegiality



2.7 Other Structures of Authority



2.7.a The World Synod of Bishops



2.7.b Other Synods



2.7.c National Episcopal Conferences



2.8 Ecumenical Statements



2.8.a Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (WCC, 1982)



2.8.b “The Gift of Authority” (ARCIC II, 1999)



2.8.c The Nature and Mission of the Church (WCC, 2005)



3 Reception



3.1 Corollary on Dissent in the Church



4 Ministry



5 An Excursus on Sacraments and Liturgy



6 Mary and the Church



6.1 Hans Urs von Balthasar



6.2 Paul VI’s Marialis cultus (1974)



6.3 John Paul II’s Redemptoris Mater (1987)



7 Feminist and Nonfeminist Ecclesiology by Catholic Women



7.1 Feminist Ecclesiologies



7.1.a Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza



7.1.b Elizabeth A. Johnson



7.1.c Anne Carr



7.1.d Rosemary Radford Ruether



7.1.e Mary Hines



7.2 Nonfeminist Ecclesiologies



7.2.a Susan K. Wood



7.2.b Sara Butler



8 Hispanic and Latino/a Ecclesiologies



9 African and African American Ecclesiologies



10 New Movements in the Church



11 The Emerging World-Church



12 Brief Summation



Part VIII

The Future of the Church and Its Ecclesiologies



1 Synthesis of the Book



1.1 Basic Concepts



1.1.a Ecclesiology Defined



1.1.b The Church Defined



1.1.c The Content and Scope of the Church’s Mission



1.1.d The Kingdom, or Reign, of God Defined



1.1.e Basic Structures in Service of Mission



1.2 The History of Ecclesiology and the History of the Church



1.3 Modern Ecclesiology



1.4 The Church ad Extra and the Church ad Intra



2 Ten Pastoral Applications



3 The Future of the Church and Its Ecclesiologies



Notes



Glossary



Select Bibliography



Index of Persons



Index of Subjects



About the Author



Praise



Other Books by Richard P. McBrien



Copyright



About the Publisher







FOREWORD



Like his monumental volume Catholicism, first published in 1980 and still in print more than a quarter century later, Father Richard McBrien’s new book on the Church fills an evident and long-standing gap in the field of ecclesiology not only in the English-speaking world, but for other language groups as well. There simply is no other comprehensive, systematic ecclesiology available to general readers or to students and teachers who focus their attention and study on the mystery and mission of the Church.

Not even the late Cardinal Yves Congar, Father McBrien’s acknowledged mentor in the field of ecclesiology, whom he praises herein as the greatest ecclesiologist in the entire history of the Church, produced a complete ecclesiology like this one. Père Congar often expressed the hope of writing such a book at some point in his life, but the many demands on his time, especially before, during, and after the Second Vatican Council, and then a lengthy, debilitating illness made that impossible. Fortunately, his devoted disciple has now done that for him and has, in the spirit of filial piety, dedicated the book to his esteemed mentor.

Although written explicitly through the prism of the Catholic theological and ecclesial tradition, this book is also clearly marked by a catholic (lowercase “c”) perspective that is at once ecumenical and interfaith in outreach. Readers of any religious tradition will appreciate the book’s biblical and historical content. As the years pass all too quickly, many in the younger generations have lost any meaningful connection with the pre–Vatican II Church—a period that encompasses in principle more than nineteen centuries! But Father McBrien includes all the highlights here, trying all the while to help us better understand the reality of the Church, how it came to be what it is today, and what the future might hold for it.

Some readers may disagree with one point or another in this book. Others may wonder why an issue or a topic close to their own hearts is not included or is not given what is in their minds sufficient attention. No project of such broad and ambitious scope could possibly please everyone, not even the author himself. As in the case of his previous books, such as Catholicism, Lives of the Popes, and Lives of the Saints, and the one-volume HarperCollins Encyclopedia of Catholicism, which Father McBrien edited in collaboration with several Notre Dame colleagues, he remains open to suggestions for correction and improvement in subsequent printings and editions.

In the meantime, however, I have no hesitation at all in warmly recommending this book to a wide and religiously diverse audience, whether in universities, colleges, and seminaries, or in parish and diocesan adult education programs, or in more advanced high-school programs and especially high-school teachers of religion. Whether used as a course text or as a personal resource, The Church will serve the Christian community well for many years to come.

I salute Father McBrien for his achievement and wish him and the Church a full measure of success in this still young twenty-first century and third Christian millennium. My prayer for the Church and for all who read or consult this book is the same as my own daily invocation, “Come, Holy Spirit.”

—Theodore M. Hesburgh, C.S.C.
 University of Notre Dame
 January 2008








PREFACE



This book presents in a single volume a systematic and relatively comprehensive theology of the Church, that is, of the worldwide Christian community in general and of the Catholic Church, or the Catholic Communion of Churches, in particular. The largest ecclesial component of that communion is the Roman Catholic Church, consisting of over one billion members as of the beginning of the twenty-first century.

As I pointed out in my Catholicism,1 the use of the adjective “Catholic” as a modifier of “Church” became divisive only after the East-West Schism of the eleventh century (culminating in the sack of Constantinople by Latin Crusaders in 1204) and the Protestant Reformation of the sixteenth century. In the former case, the West claimed for itself the title Catholic Church, while the East appropriated the name Holy Orthodox Church. In the latter case, those in communion with the Bishop of Rome retained the adjective “Catholic,” while the churches that broke with the papacy were called Protestant. Today, however, many insist that the adjective “Catholic” can also apply to other Christian communities that regard themselves as evangelical, reformed, and Catholic alike.

Indeed, the Second Vatican Council (1962–65) broadened the notion of catholicity to include Churches and other ecclesial communities outside the Catholic Church (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 8) and spoke of them as possessing varying “degrees” of communion with one another and with the Catholic Church in particular (Decree on Ecumenism, n. 3). The preconciliar language of “membership” was implicitly set aside. It was no longer simply a question of whether one is “inside” or “outside” the Catholic Church. The preconciliar “either/or” dichotomy was supplanted by a “both/and” perspective, represented by the notion of “degrees of communion.” These are matters, however, to be explained and elaborated upon within the book itself.

The Scope and Organizational Plan of the Book

Part I begins with an overall description of ecclesiology, defined simply as theological reflection on the nature, mission, ministries, and structures of the Church. This introductory section situates ecclesiology within the larger context of Catholic theology as a whole, while highlighting its ecumenical and interfaith dimensions as well as its abiding pastoral relevance and importance. Part I also identifies and explains the various methods and models operative in ecclesiology and indicates how and why ecclesiology has changed over the centuries and changed so quickly and so dramatically in recent decades, particularly at and since Vatican II.

Parts II and III examine the historical development of ecclesiology—to be sure, in highly schematic and selective fashion—from the New Testament origins of the Church to the threshold of the First Vatican Council (1869–70). At the beginning of Part II, the crucial distinction between the history of ecclesiology and the history of the Church itself is made clear. The history of ecclesiology describes the way in which the Church has grown in its understanding of its own nature, mission, ministries, and structures, while the history of the Church is concerned with the entire life of the Church, not just its theologies, throughout every century of its existence. Part II, however, focuses mainly on the beginnings of the Church and the ecclesiologies of the New Testament.

Part III traces the history of ecclesiology through the early Christian centuries, the Middle Ages, and the centuries immediately following. Specific, but exceedingly abbreviated, attention is accorded in Part III to the East-West Schism and the Gregorian reform (named after Pope Gregory VII, 1073–85) of the eleventh century, the writings and influence of Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth, the conflicts generated by the Reformation and Counter-Reformation (also known more broadly as the Catholic Reformation) in the sixteenth century, including the Council of Trent, and pertinent post-Tridentine developments up to, but not including, the First Vatican Council.

Many readers (and perhaps some reviewers as well) may find Part III the least satisfying portion of the book, in that it attempts to cover so much historical ground (from the end of the New Testament period to the threshold of Vatican I) and is highly selective in the topics it treats and correspondingly sketchy in its discussion of each topic. Its method, however, is as much provocative as narrative. It is designed to highlight certain peaks, valleys, and paradoxes in the evolution of ecclesiology, while trying all the while to situate these developments within an overarching framework of church history itself. A complete and detailed historical presentation, however, would require a multivolume project that no single historian—much less a theologian—could competently undertake.

Part IV continues the historical/ecclesiological narrative from Vatican I to the beginning of Vatican II, with a particular focus on Vatican I’s teachings on papal primacy and papal infallibility. Part IV also takes into account pertinent ecclesiological developments between the two Vatican councils, including Modernism and the anti-Modernist reaction under Pope Pius X (1903–14); the emerging biblical, liturgical, ecumenical, and social apostolate movements; the initial supplanting of neo-Scholastic ecclesiology (a revival of a form of medieval philosophy and theology that emphasized the juridical and nonhistorical aspects of the Church) by Body of Christ ecclesiology; and disputes that erupted in the 1940s and 1950s over membership in, and salvation outside of, the Church, centered in the controversy provoked by Father Leonard Feeney, S.J. (d. 1978), chaplain to Catholic students at Harvard University, a popular writer and a compelling street preacher. Part IV concludes with the election of Pope John XXIII in 1958 (d. 1963) and his call for another ecumenical council.

Part V is devoted entirely to the Second Vatican Council, beginning with an analysis of John XXIII’s historic opening address in October 1962, followed by a comparison of and contrast between preconciliar Catholic ecclesiology and the ecclesiology of the council itself, with special attention to elements of continuity and discontinuity with the Tradition of the Church.2 There is a particular focus on the two most important documents of the council: the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, known by its Latin title as Lumen gentium (Lat., “Light of nations”), and the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, or Gaudium et spes (“Joy and hope”).

Part V indicates how the ecclesiology of those two documents was applied and reinforced in several other conciliar decrees and declarations, and it works toward a synthesis of the council’s ecclesiology. Part V also acknowledges, however, the existence of ongoing debates regarding the proper interpretation of Vatican II in two senses: micro (individual texts and issues) and macro (the significance of the conciliar teachings in relation to the Tradition of the Church). Most commentators, as we shall see, have recognized that the council contained elements of both continuity and discontinuity with the previous history and doctrinal tradition of the Church, while other commentators, including to some extent Pope Benedict XVI himself, insist that the elements of discontinuity are more apparent than real.

Parts VI and VII focus on post–Vatican II developments in ecclesiology. The material is divided into two major segments. Part VI is concerned with issues that pertain to the relationship of the Church to realities beyond itself: the Kingdom, or Reign, of God; the world at large; salvation outside the Church—which includes a discussion of other religions and separated Christian Churches and ecclesial communities; the Church’s social teachings; its role in the political order; and liberation theology, especially but not exclusively in Latin America. The relationship between the Church and the Holy Spirit provides a link with the second major segment, in Part VII, on the internal life of the Church: the Church as a communion; authority in the Church; the reception of doctrine and of disciplinary decrees; ministry (ordained and nonordained alike), the sacramental and liturgical life of the Church; the place of Mary in the Church; feminist and nonfeminist ecclesiology by Catholic women; Hispanic and Latino/a ecclesiologies; African and African American ecclesiologies; new movements in the Church; and the emerging world-Church.

Part VIII provides a synthesis of the ecclesiology developed throughout the book, ten pastoral applications, and a reflection on the future of the Church and its ecclesiologies.

A conscious effort has been made to keep the book’s scholarly apparatus to a minimum, but many items have nonetheless escaped into the subterranean world of notes out of a sense of academic responsibility to students and practitioners of theology and related sciences.3 However, intelligent nonspecialists, for whom this book is also written, should be reassured that these notes need not interfere with a continuous, uninterrupted reading of the book, whether from beginning to end or while jumping from part to part. For the convenience of all readers—academic and nonacademic alike—there are also a glossary of terms (which readers should consult if an unfamiliar term is not defined in the text itself), a select bibliography (again, not to impress or overwhelm, but simply to offer guidance to those who may wish to do further study), and indexes of persons and subjects. There is also a detailed table of contents.

The Limits of the Book

On the one hand, this book has been written to fill an evident academic void. There is no comprehensive, up-to-date, one-volume English-language ecclesiology that individuals, teachers, and students can turn to for private study, reference, or formal course work at the graduate and undergraduate levels in colleges, universities, seminaries, and institutes of various kinds or in adult education programs in parochial and diocesan venues. A two-or three-volume work would be much too lengthy to serve such a purpose, and a relatively brief paperback treatment limited to a historical overview, with perhaps particular emphasis on the Second Vatican Council and/or on various current issues, would be insufficiently systematic and comprehensive.

On the other hand, the author is fully aware of the limitations not only of this book but of any effort to offer a comprehensive, systematic theology of the Church, whether in a single volume or even in multiple volumes. Such a project is beyond the capacity of any individual theologian, given the global, multicultural, and ecumenical character of what many, following the late Jesuit theologian Karl Rahner (d. 1984), now call the “world-Church.”4 No one ecclesiologist or church historian could possibly grasp the distinctive pastoral characteristics and histories of all the churches of Asia, Africa, Oceania, Eastern, Central, and Western Europe, and North, Central, and South America. Indeed, within each continent and region there are vast religious and cultural differences. When one adds to the mix the extraordinary ecumenical diversity of the Church—nationally, regionally, and globally—the task becomes utterly impossible for any one author. For that reason, this book makes no claim to global, multicultural, and ecumenical breadth, much less total comprehensiveness. Not even the greatest ecclesiologist in the history of the Church, the late Dominican theologian and cardinal Yves Congar (d. 1995), would have attempted such a project, much less successfully completed it.

This book’s ecclesiology is primarily reflective, first, of the worldwide Catholic tradition (but viewed always ecumenically), and, second, of the North American experience of Church (but acknowledged always as one of many such experiences in the present and past worlds). It is this author’s conviction that one cannot do theology, and especially ecclesiology, in a nondenominational way, which is not to say, however, that it cannot be done ecumenically and with sensitivity to the other great religions of the world.

Those who wish to attain a closer, more detailed grasp of one of the various forms of African, Asian, or Latin American ecclesiology should read the works of theologians and pastoral experts from those regions. Some of these books are included in the notes or the bibliography at the end of this book. Better still, those looking for a more detailed examination of the ecclesiologies of other continents and regions should visit one of those areas of the world and spend sufficient time there in order to begin to absorb the distinctive experiences and practices of the local churches. The key words here are “begin to absorb,” because even those efforts will be inevitably limited. No one individual or group of individuals can assimilate what only God can know, fully and instantaneously.5

The Spirit and Tone of the Book

In the preface to Catholicism I insisted that the book was not intended as an exercise in polemical theology. What I presented there on the full range of doctrinal topics was representative of the mainstream of contemporary Catholic theology and biblical scholarship. Unfortunately, a wide gap existed then, as undoubtedly it still does today, between the content of that scholarly mainstream and the understanding of certain Catholics who apparently lack an adequate theological and biblical background and who possess at the same time a narrowly ideological approach to religious issues. Positions that reflected a broad consensus among theologians and biblical scholars were denounced as unorthodox and dangerous to the faith, and no amount of evidence or assurances to the contrary could assuage the critics—very few of whom actually read the book or any significant part of it.

In spite of this almost inevitable resistance, one must continue to pursue a middle course, acknowledging all legitimate sides to a debate while remaining faithful, albeit not uncritically, to the relevant official teachings of the Catholic Church. This spirit and tone are all the more important in a book devoted exclusively to the Church, because ecclesiology, along with sexual ethics, is one of the most controversial areas of Catholic theology. Indeed, ecclesiologists such as Hans Küng, the well-known Swiss theologian, and the Brazilian Leonardo Boff, a former Franciscan, have felt the impact of formal Vatican criticism of their work in relatively recent years, as did Yves Congar before them.6 Ecclesiology can be controversial because it touches upon potentially divisive matters that deeply impact the lives and thinking of every active member of the Church, for example, the forms of worship (who can preside, in what language, according to what rituals). Ecclesiology focuses at the same time on issues, such as the nature and limits of ecclesiastical authority, that are especially sensitive for those in (or who aspire to be in) positions of pastoral leadership and for their closest allies.

One hopes that the finished product will be read—and used—as a positive and constructive resource for a broad spectrum of Catholics and other Christians and for interested readers outside the worldwide Christian community. As a Catholic work—in both upper-and lowercase senses of the word—its approach throughout is intentionally inclusive rather than exclusive, while always inviting reflection and dialogue rather than confrontation and conflict. In this regard, it follows in the spirit of Pope John XXIII’s opening address to the Second Vatican Council in October 1962, in which he insisted that “Divine Providence is leading us to a new order of human relations which…are directed toward the fulfillment of God’s superior and inscrutable designs. And everything, even human differences, leads to the greater good of the Church.”7

—Richard P. McBrien
 University of Notre Dame
 June 2008
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PART I

Introduction

The Content and Scope of Ecclesiology






What Is Ecclesiology?

Ecclesiology is literally the study of the Church (from Gk. logos, “study of,” and ekklesia, “assembly,” or “church”). But this is only a generic, etymological definition. Many other disciplines study the Church, for example, history, anthropology, political science, sociology, and philosophy. What, then, is distinctive about ecclesiology?

Ecclesiology is the theological study of the Church, which is to say that it studies the Church as a mystery, or sacrament. The late Pope Paul VI (1963–78), in his address to the opening of the second session of the Second Vatican Council on September 29, 1963, declared: “The Church is a mystery. It is a reality imbued with the hidden presence of God. It lies, therefore, within the very nature of the Church to be always open to new and greater exploration.”1

To view the Church as a mystery, or sacrament, is to see it not simply as a religious community, institution, or movement (although it is all of these and more), but as the corporate, communal presence of the triune God. The Church is a mystery, or sacrament, because the triune God is present and redemptively active in it on humankind’s and the world’s spiritual and material behalf.

 

Page numbers for references to other Parts of this book can be found listed in the table of contents.

The terms “mystery” and “sacrament,” although closely related, are not identical. A sacrament is, in St. Augustine’s classic definition, a visible sign of an invisible grace. The word “grace” is from the Greek charis (as in “charism”), which means “gift.” The “gift” in this instance is God’s gift of self. The invisible grace, therefore, is the triune God present and active in the Church. A sacrament is both a sign and an instrument of that grace. The council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church puts it this way: “The church, in Christ, is a sacrament—a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of the unity of the entire human race—…for the benefit of the faithful and of the entire world” (n. 1, para. 1).2

Given this understanding of the Church as mystery and sacrament, it follows that only believers can do ecclesiology. When Christians—not just Catholics—recite the Nicene Creed and confess that they “believe in the Church,” what they are saying is not that they “believe in” the Church as an institution or that they “believe in” the authority figures and teachings of the Church, but that they “believe in” the presence of the triune God within the Church. Only God is the proper object of faith.3


What Is the Church?

TOWARD A DEFINITION

The working definition of ecclesiology as the theological study of the Church, of course, begs a major question: what is the Church? In brief, the Church is the community of those who confess the lordship of Jesus (that he is “the way, the truth, and the life”—John 14:6) and who strive to live their lives in accordance with his example and teachings. The Church is also known as the People of God, the Body of Christ, and the Temple of the Holy Spirit among other names. Those three names, however, accentuate the trinitarian context for an understanding of the Church, a context that is also employed by Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church (nn. 2–4).

A more detailed definition, which ecclesiologist Yves Congar (d. 1995) himself adopted,4 describes the Church as “the whole body, or congregation, of persons who are called by God the Father to acknowledge the Lordship of Jesus, the Son, in word, in sacrament, in witness, and in service, and, through the power of the Holy Spirit, to collaborate with Jesus’ historic mission for the sake of the Kingdom of God.”5 Indeed, as Vatican II’s Pastoral Constitution on the Church puts it: “The church has but one sole purpose—that the kingdom of God may come and the salvation of the human race may be accomplished” (n. 45).

MISSION

The mission of the Church, which is for the sake of the Kingdom, or Reign, of God, is fourfold: word, sacrament (or worship), witness, and service. The Church is “sent” (the root meaning of the Latin word missio) to confess and proclaim that Jesus is “the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6; see also the classic missionary text in Matt. 28:19–20). It does this through preaching and teaching in a variety of forms: the official teaching by bishops; the teaching rooted in scholarship by theologians; the formation of adults, children, and converts by religious educators and other pastoral ministers; and the teaching of children by parents and other caregivers.

The Church’s mission includes, second, its whole sacramental and devotional life, at the center of which is the Eucharist (Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, n. 10). Indeed, the Church itself is a sacrament (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 1). The liturgy, or public worship, of the Church consists of its participation in Christ’s eternal worship of his Father (Pope Pius XII, Mediator Dei, nn. 3, 20).6

Third, the Church has been “sent” to give witness to the validity of Christ’s teachings and his own personal and compelling example of how one should live a fully human life. The Church, therefore, has a missionary obligation to practice what it preaches and teaches. Otherwise, its sacramental character and effectiveness are significantly diminished.7

Finally, the Church exists to share its own limited material resources to assist the poor, the sick, the socially marginalized, and others in need of aid (Luke 4:18–21). This encompasses the whole of what was once commonly called the social apostolate of the Church. It includes not only assistance to individuals, but also involvement in institutional change in the causes of social justice, human rights, and peace.8

THE CHURCH AND THE KINGDOM, OR REIGN, OF GOD

The Kingdom, or Reign, of God, for which the Church is “sent” and which was at the heart and center of Jesus’s preaching and ministry (Mark 1:15; see also Part II.2.4*), is the redemptive presence of God actualized through the power of God’s reconciling Spirit. The Holy Spirit is the active, incarnate power of love by which human beings, their communities, and the world at large are healed, renewed, and brought to the fullness of perfection. In brief, wherever the will of God is done, there is the Kingdom of God. God “reigns” wherever and whenever God’s will is acknowledged and fulfilled.9

Although the Church has never defined the Kingdom, or Reign, of God, the Second Vatican Council’s Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World describes it variously as “the consummation of the earth and of humanity,” “a new dwelling place and a new earth where justice will abide, and whose blessedness will answer and surpass all the longings for peace which spring up in the human heart,” a “new age,” and a reality “of truth and life, of holiness and grace, of justice, love, and peace” (n. 39).

Article 5 of the council’s Dogmatic Constitution on the Church was added toward the end of the drafting process to counteract a residual tendency in the direction of triumphalism, that is, the identification of the Church with the Kingdom of God itself. That constitution notes that just as Christ came to proclaim, personify, and begin distributing the benefits of the Kingdom, so the Church exists to proclaim, witness to, and serve the Kingdom, which definitively broke into history in the person of Jesus Christ and in the redemptive work he performed on humanity’s behalf. Although the Church is not itself the Kingdom, it is on earth “the seed and the beginning” of that Kingdom.

Like Christ himself, the Church exists for the sake of the Kingdom of God, not vice versa. The Kingdom, not the Church, is at the center of the history of salvation and is the ultimate hope and destiny of the whole human race. The Church is its sign and instrument in history (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, n. 1).10

DISTINCTIONS WITHIN THE CHURCH AND BETWEEN THE CHURCHES

This more detailed definition of the Church embraces in principle all Christians: Catholics, Orthodox, Anglicans, Protestants, and non-Orthodox Oriental Christians. In other words, there is “the Church” and there are also “Churches.” This is not to say, however, that all Christian communities fully satisfy the criteria implied in the definition. To the extent that they do, they are recognized by the Catholic Church as “Churches.” If they do not meet these criteria, officials of the Catholic Church refer to them as “ecclesial communities,” a term one finds in Vatican II’s Decree on Ecumenism (chap. 3). The ecumenically important notion of “sister churches” will be discussed in VI.3.3.b.

The distinction between the Church and the Churches is not only ecumenical. A distinction is also made between the “Church universal” and the “local church.” “Church” refers at once to the whole Body of Christ and the whole People of God as well as to the individual congregations of Christians in a parish or a diocese, for example. In fact, the universal Catholic Church is itself a communion of Churches, the largest of which by far is the Roman Catholic Church. It is, in turn, divided into local, or particular, churches known as dioceses. The universal ecumenical Church is a communion of denominations and they, in turn, consist of a communion of local churches or congregations within each denomination.11

THE CATHOLICITY OF THE CHURCH

As made clear in the Preface, this ecclesiological presentation is “primarily reflective” of the Catholic tradition. As such, this book is unapologetically Catholic in its starting point, focus, and overall perspective. But is “Catholic” synonymous with “Roman Catholic”? And is it accurate to refer to the Roman Catholic Church as simply the “Roman Church”? The answer to both questions is no.

The adjective “Roman” applies more properly to the diocese, or see, of Rome than to the worldwide Communion of Churches that is in union with the Bishop of Rome. Indeed, it strikes some Catholics as contradictory to call the Church “Catholic” and “Roman” at one and the same time. Eastern-rite Catholics, of whom there are more than twenty million, also find the adjective “Roman” objectionable. In addition to the Latin, or Roman, tradition, there are seven non-Latin, non-Roman ecclesial traditions: Armenian, Byzantine, Coptic, Ethiopian, East Syrian (Chaldean), West Syrian, and Maronite. Each of the Churches within these non-Latin traditions is as Catholic as the Roman Catholic Church. Thus, not all Catholics are Roman Catholic.

To be Catholic—whether Roman or non-Roman—in the ecclesiological sense of the word is to be in full communion with the Bishop of Rome and as such to be an integral part of the Catholic Communion of Churches. To repeat a point made earlier, it is not a matter of either/or—either one is in communion with the Bishop of Rome, or one is not. The council implicitly set aside the category of membership and replaced it with degrees of communion. As in a family, there are degrees of relationships: parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins, nephews and nieces, in-laws. In many cultures, the notion of family is broader than blood and legal relationships. In Chinese culture, for example, individuals are designated as aunts and uncles as an expression of respect and affection, even though technically no blood or marital relationships exist. Even in U.S. Caucasian culture, there is increasing acceptance of what sociologists refer to as the “extended family.” And more recent disputes about gay and lesbian unions have challenged the traditional concept of family even further.


Where Ecclesiology Fits

Many teachers are tempted to regard their own area of specialization as the most important in an entire curriculum. Theologians are not immune to such temptation. The subject matter of this book, although of great doctrinal and pastoral significance, is not the most fundamental of theological topics. Ecclesiology presupposes other, more basic areas of theology. The faith claim that the Church is the Body of Christ begs the question: who is Jesus Christ? And faith claims about Christ, that he is God incarnate, beg the question: who or what is God? And the God question, in turn, begs the question of the Trinity: who or what is the Holy Spirit? And if God is the ultimate ground and destiny of human existence, the God question begs another, parallel question: what does it mean to be human? Ecclesiology, therefore, presupposes Christology, the mystery of the triune God, and theological anthropology.

Theologian Karl Rahner (d. 1984) describes the place of ecclesiology in similar fashion. “Vatican II says in its Decree on Ecumenism, Unitatis redintegratio [Lat., ‘The restoration of unity’] (art. 11) that there is an ordered structure or a ‘hierarchy of truths’ in Catholic doctrine. If we reflect upon this, surely ecclesiology and the ecclesial consciousness even of an orthodox and unambiguously Catholic Christian are not the basis and the foundation of his Christianity.” Rahner continues: “Jesus Christ, faith and love, entrusting oneself to the darkness of existence and into the incomprehensibility of God in trust and in the company of Jesus Christ, the crucified and risen one, these are the central realities for a Christian.”12

Because it is a historical institution and movement with characteristics similar to those of other institutions and movements and with a long history of development besides, ecclesiology also interfaces with the sociology of religion, the philosophy of religion, history, political science, the fine arts, architecture, biblical exegesis, biblical theology, historical theology, and several other cognate disciplines and areas of specialization. Finally, notwithstanding the Rahner quote above, ecclesiology is itself foundational for other areas of theology: social ethics, canon law, liturgical studies, pastoral theology, and the like. Each of these areas of study presupposes some understanding of the Church, its mission, its ministerial life, and its structural operations. Ecclesiology is not the whole of the theological enterprise, but it is central and indispensable to it.


The Ecumenical and Interfaith Dimensions of Ecclesiology

Beginning with the pontificate of Pope John XXIII (1958–63) and the Second Vatican Council (1962–65), and especially its Decree on Ecumenism, ecclesiology—and Catholic theology and pastoral practice in general—took a decisively new turn. The conventional pre–Vatican II claim was that the Catholic Church alone is “the one, true Church of Christ” outside of which there is no salvation. But the council acknowledged the existence of other Churches and ecclesial communities within the worldwide Body of Christ, separated only from “full” communion with the Catholic Church. Indeed, “those who believe in Christ and have been properly baptized are put in some, though imperfect, communion with the Catholic Church.” Whatever differences there are in doctrine, discipline, and structures “exist in varying degrees” (Decree on Ecumenism, n. 3).

The new ecumenical spirit that Vatican II generated had a clear impact on postconciliar ecclesiology at academic, pastoral, and official levels alike. Indeed, the council’s Decree on Ecumenism insists that theology, especially in seminaries, must always be taught “with due regard for the ecumenical point of view” (n. 10).

In 1973 the original German edition of The Catholic Catechism: A Book of Christian Faith appeared, described by its publisher as “the first common catechism or statement of religious belief produced jointly by theologians of the Protestant and Roman Catholic churches since the Reformation of the sixteenth century.”13 The editors made the point that, “in contrast to the time of the sixteenth-century Reformation, the differences between the denominations are sharpest in their ideas about the nature of the Church,” and so “it is in this area that the most careful work must be done to clarify the points of dispute.”14 A year later, the late Baptist theologian Langdon Gilkey (d. 2004) delivered a paper at the annual convention of the Catholic Theological Society of America in which he insisted that ecclesiology is “the most vital issue of all—vital because it is at the heart of both the Catholic crisis of the present and the Catholic promise for the future.”15

There followed several ecumenical statements on the doctrine of the Church, with particular reference to the perennial question of authority. At the risk of interrupting for a moment the flow of our narrative, the list of important statements includes: Papal Primacy and the Universal Church, Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue V (1974); the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission’s “An Agreed Statement on Authority in the Church” (also known as The Venice Statement; 1976); the response to it by the Anglican-Roman Catholic Consultation in the U.S.A., “Authority in the Church: Vital Ecumenical Issue” (1977), which criticized its international counterparts for concentrating too much on papal and episcopal authority and too little on the authority of the whole Church; the U.S.A. Lutheran-Catholic statement on infallibility, “Teaching Authority and Infallibility in the Church” (1978); the statement of the Orthodox-Roman Catholic Consultation in the United States, “Primacy and Conciliarity” (1989); the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission’s “The Gift of Authority” (1999); and “Anglican-Roman Catholic Consultation [ARC-USA] Proposes Interim Unity Steps” (2003), which included attendance by bishops and other representatives at one another’s major church meetings.16 To be sure, these were not the only official ecumenical statements touching upon the doctrine of the Church. Those that are explicitly referred to here are mentioned by way of example.17

However, one also has to take care to recognize the important distinction between “ecumenical” and “interfaith.” The former has to do with the movement toward the restoration of unity among Christian Churches and ecclesial communities; the latter concerns the need for dialogue between the Church and the non-Christian religions of the world (see, e.g., Matt. 15:21–28, Mark 7:24–30, Acts 17:22–31; Heb. 11:4–7). The former challenge is addressed in Vatican II’s Decree on Ecumenism; the latter, in the council’s Declaration on the Relationship Between the Church and Non-Christian Religions, better known by its Latin title, Nostra aetate (Lat., “In our age”).

The most important interfaith development after Nostra aetate was the issuance of the document Dominus Iesus: On the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church by the Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith on September 5, 2000.18 Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, elected to the papacy in 2005 and taking the name Benedict XVI, was at the time the prefect of the CDF. Although the document explicitly reaffirmed the teaching of Nostra aetate that “the Catholic Church rejects nothing of what is true and holy in these [other] religions” (n. 2), it tended to ignore some of the major postconciliar developments in interfaith dialogue, including Pope John Paul II’s historic interreligious initiative for peace at Assisi in 1986, and looked generally askance at efforts, especially by Asian Catholic theologians and their counterparts elsewhere, to seek paths to a more fruitful dialogue between the Church and the other world religions.

The belief that Christianity (and Catholicism in particular) is the one and only true religion established by God for the salvation of the whole human race may have been easier to hold in the Middle Ages, when the world was thought to be much smaller and, at the same time, overwhelmingly Christian. But through the process of exploration and discovery in subsequent centuries, it became clear to all except those too stubborn to see it that the world was not coextensive with Christendom, that there were many millions of non-Christians living good lives empowered by the Holy Spirit in other parts of the globe, and that most of them had never heard of Jesus Christ. As missionaries attempted to proclaim the gospel in these foreign lands, some of them came gradually to appreciate the cultures and even the religions of these so-called pagan peoples.

In the latter part of the twentieth century a few innovative Catholic theologians attempted an adaptation of Christian doctrine to the cultures and religious practices of many millions of Buddhists and Hindus in Asia and to a lesser extent to Muslims in Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and the United States. In some few cases they may have taken this approach too far by collapsing any meaningful distinction between Jesus of Nazareth and the Christ of faith. In the process they also relativized the role of the Church in salvation, reducing it from the “ordinary means of salvation” to simply one of many. As a consequence, the Vatican adopted an initially skeptical, then openly censorious, attitude toward the work of most theologians engaged in this quest, even excommunicating an elderly Sri Lankan, Tissa Balasuriya, a longtime member of the Oblates of Mary Immaculate, in January 1997 (only to restore him to full communion the following January) and restricting the teaching and publishing activities of the Jesuit Jacques Dupuis (d. 2006), a former missionary in India and then professor at the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome.

Dupuis’s approach is contained in two of his books: Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism and Christianity and the Religions: From Confrontation to Dialogue.19 In both books he addresses the central question of the Church’s necessity for salvation, adopting what he calls a regnocentric (Kingdom-centered) rather than an ecclesiocentric (Church-centered) perspective on ecclesiology—an approach adopted by this author more than thirty years earlier.20 Dupuis notes that John Paul II’s 1990 encyclical Redemptoris missio (Lat., “The mission of the Redeemer”; esp. n. 18, para. 3) is “the first document of the Roman magisterium to distinguish clearly, while keeping them united, between the church and the Reign of God in their pilgrimage through history: the Reign present in the world is a reality which is much broader than the church; it extends beyond its boundaries and includes…not only the members of the church but also the ‘others.’”21

To be sure, where the Reign of God is, there is also the Holy Spirit, and vice versa. The Church is the “privileged locus of the Spirit,” and grace (the presence of God) “is destined to find its visible expression” in the Church. There is an “orientation” toward the Church from outside of it “wherever the Spirit is present and working.” This orientation “does not imply a universal mediation of the church already operative by way of efficient causality.” Rather, the Church is the “sacramental sign of the presence of God’s grace among people.”22 As such, the Church has no monopoly on the Reign of God. Members of other religious traditions “can contribute to the building up of the Reign of God, not only among their followers but in the world. While the church is the ‘universal sacrament’ of the Reign of God in the world, the other traditions too exercise a certain sacramental mediation of the Reign, different, no doubt, but no less real.”23

The relationship between Christianity and Judaism is a special component of the interfaith dimension of ecclesiology, because Christians and Jews have a “common spiritual heritage.” The beginnings of the Church’s faith and election are found in the patriarchs, Moses, and the prophets, so that “all Christ’s faithful…are daughters and sons of Abraham.” Indeed, “the salvation of the church is mystically prefigured in the exodus of God’s chosen people from the land of bondage.” Moreover, “the Jews remain very dear to God, for the sake of the patriarchs, since God does not take back the gifts he bestowed or the choice he made” (Nostra aetate, n. 4).

Ecclesiologically, this special relationship between the Church and the Jews also raises the question of the role of the Church and of other religions, including Judaism, in the salvation of the world. However, the Holocaust, or Shoah, raises yet another question regarding the holiness of the Church. Were all of the atrocities committed against the Jews during World War II the acts of individual Christians alone, or can sinfulness be attributed to the Church itself, notwithstanding its traditional claim to holiness (as well as oneness, apostolicity, and catholicity)?24 The 1998 Vatican document “We Remember: A Reflection on the ‘Shoah’” did not do so. Although it expressed “deep sorrow for the failures of [the Church’s] sons and daughters in every age,” “We Remember,” unlike earlier statements of the French and German bishops, did not accept responsibility for the Church as such.25

Nevertheless, there has been an enormous change in Catholic thinking and policy regarding the Jews in the last half century alone, thanks in large part to Pope John XXIII, the Second Vatican Council’s Nostra aetate, the statements of repentance issued by the Catholic bishops of Germany and France, the overall record of the late Pope John Paul II, and various other statements and initiatives at less elevated levels.26


The Pastoral Dimension of Ecclesiology

Ecclesiology is the theological study of the Church and, as such, has a broadly theoretical dimension. But the Church is much more than an idea. It is also inherently pastoral in character. It is a living, tangible reality that functions in many different practical ways—globally, nationally, and locally. It is a place of worship and also a venue for mission and the exercise of a variety of ministries in service to that mission. Differences in ecclesiology also lead to differences in pastoral practice, and differences in pastoral practice are almost always an implicit reflection of ecclesiological differences. This has been particularly the case in the post–Vatican II conflicts within the Catholic Church over liturgical renewal and reform, generating even what some have called “liturgy wars” (for a more extensive discussion of this phenomenon, see Part V.6.2). Innovative pastoral practice can also shape, as well as be shaped by, ecclesiology.

A few years after Vatican II adjourned (in December 1965) the U.S. Catholic bishops commissioned a series of studies on priestly life and ministry: one on the history of the priesthood in the United States, a second on its sociological aspects, and a third on its psychological aspects. The sociological study was conducted under the direction of the well-known sociologist Father Andrew Greeley. The summation of its principal findings was set forth in the form of questions and answers. One in particular had special relevance to ecclesiology:


Does the dissatisfaction of the young [clergy] with the distribution of [pastoral] power indicate trouble for the Church? It apparently does precisely because the difference seems to be rooted in quite different values about the nature of the Church and the nature of Christianity. What we are witnessing is not merely a disagreement between those who have power and those who do not, but a disagreement among those with opposing ideologies about the nature of the reality whose power structure is the subject of disagreement. Power conflicts that are rooted in ideological differences tend to be much more serious than power conflicts among those who share the same ideologies.27



A year later, a canonical colloquium sponsored by the then School of Canon Law at the Catholic University of America in May 1972 issued the following statement:


On the one hand, through Vatican II and the theological developments following it, the whole community is gradually appropriating a new vision of the Church and of its life, including priestly life and ministry. On the other hand, the present legal system of the Western Church dates back more than sixty years and originated in a significantly different understanding of the life of the Christian community. This growing discrepancy between vision and law gives rise to increasing tension. It creates a need for greater flexibility and instruments of harmony, since a community cannot long remain strong with a new understanding of its goals and an old set of norms to realize them.28



In 1988 a subcommittee of what was then called the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (now the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops) made essentially the same connection between ecclesiology and pastoral practice:


Polarization and differing ecclesiologies take their toll not only within rectories and presbyterates but also within parish staffs and parish communities…. The priest must deal with those who are angry and disillusioned with what they consider the slow pace of renewal; he must also face the unreasoning and often well-organized opposition of the self-styled orthodox and of those who simply do not believe in the decisions and directions of Vatican II…. “Caught in the middle” in an apt description.29



Many priests, religious, and laypersons who have been active in a parish or diocesan ministry over the past few decades would recognize from unhappy experience the accuracy of the bishops’ subcommittee report. This phenomenon has also been acknowledged, along with a constructive effort to address it, in the pastoral letter of Cardinal Roger Mahony, archbishop of Los Angeles, “As I Have Done for You,” written in collaboration with ordained and nonordained ministers of the archdiocese.30 Its important theological content is amply fleshed out with specific and concrete examples derived from actual parish life.


The Controversial Character of Ecclesiology

Ecclesiology is controversial because it touches upon disputed questions that overlap with the daily experience of ordinary members of the Church. Those questions pertain to their attendance at Mass, their contacts with priests, and their awareness of church officials’ stands on public issues such as abortion, birth control, embryonic stem-cell research, gay marriage, immigration, social justice, and war and peace. Unlike theological controversies over, let us say, the Trinity or original sin, ecclesiology affects issues that many Christians have hands-on knowledge of and opinions about. What is most controversial about ecclesiology, however, are its reflections on church authority, particularly the selection, quality, and accountability of pastoral leadership. In more recent years, the circle of controversy within ecclesiology has widened to include a Christological dimension, specifically the question of salvation apart from Christ and the Church. The only other area of Catholic theology that vies with ecclesiology for controversial content is sexual ethics, and for essentially the same reason. Sexual ethics touches the lives of ordinary people, who believe—not without reason—that they know more about the subject than those who presume to teach them and attempt to control their behavior.

Many examples from recent church history could be cited to highlight the controversial nature of ecclesiology: the debate about the teaching authority of national episcopal conferences provoked by the U.S. Catholic bishops’ pastoral letters on peace (1983) and the economy (1986); questions raised about the proper role of the Church in society by Church-state developments in the 1980s in Eastern Europe (prior to the dissolution of the Soviet Union), the Philippines, and Latin America (particularly with regard to events related to liberation theology); disputes over the involvement of priests and religious in politics in the United States and Central America (particularly Nicaragua); the personal engagement of Pope John Paul II with the Solidarity movement in his native Poland and its impact on the stability of the Warsaw Pact; the divisiveness of the abortion issue in every U.S. presidential election since 1976; the disciplining of various bishops and theologians during the pontificate of John Paul II; and the letter Dominus Iesus, on salvation apart from Christ and the Church, issued by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith in 2000. Each of these examples pertains to the exercise of authority in and by the Church.
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