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the living community we call church: an interpretation of the church in 

the modern world 

 

a fragmented church? 

 

ToT (4) - 18 January 2017 – ToT (4) 
 

This Session is dedicated to the memory of Rabbi Lionel Blue (died 

18 December 2016), a true and most generous friend, who taught me 

by example the importance of always asking (in a gentle manner) the 

awkward questions, and to accept without judgement and in good 

humour the brickbats that may come by way of reply. For me, Lionel 

turned on the light! May his memory be forever blessed. 

 

In an autobiographical piece (1986), Lionel had this to say about his 

funeral (the context being an imagined, petulant exchange of views with 

the Almighty): 

 

“I really advise you against being a Peeping Tom at your own funeral. 

You know, Lionel, as well as I do – well, not quite as well as I do – what 

human nature is like. There will be less sighing and more sniggering than 

you care to think about. ‘In any case’, He added, ‘it is all quite pointless, 

because you can’t be there when you are not there’. He also said, ‘I’ve 

got a bone to pick with you, because underneath all that schmaltz there’s 

an awful lot of aggression and spitefulness, you know.’ I knew this, of 

course, but I was nonetheless a bit sulky and showed it. In response, the 

Lord gave me a hug, and that was ‘real’, because when you know that 

you are loved, you can laugh with the world and at yourself.”
1
 

 

On 20 December last, BBC Radio 4 broadcast a poignant, heart-felt 

tribute to Lionel, much of which was also an autobiographical account 

of his life and ‘death’, and Lionel concluded it with these words, 

addressed to God: 

 

I am going to give that Old Fraud a big, sloppy kiss! 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------     

 

 

initial thoughts to ponder, some of which will be addressed during 

the Session (especially the ‘birthday of the church’)  

 

                                                 
1
 Lionel Blue, Bolts from the Blue (1987 edition, pages 75 to 76, slightly adapted) 
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‘To the Church of the Thessalonians, in God the Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ: Grace and peace to you (1 Thessalonians 1:1). 

 

‘You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my Church, and the gates of 

Hades will not prevail against it’ (Mt. 16:18). 

 

[This verse is redacted from Mk. 8: 27-30. Mt. 16: 13-20 (known 

popularly as Peter’s Confession of Faith, at Caesarea Philippi) is 

largely a Midrash, drawn – to give but one example – from Isaiah 22:22: 

‘I will place on his shoulder the keys of the House of David; he shall 

open, and no one shall shut, he shall shut and no one shall open.’  

 

If anyone present is teaching GCSE RS, one of you may wish to enquire 

as to how Mk. 8: 27-30 is the centre-piece of a theological jigsaw 

puzzle!]      

 

‘I am very conscious that there are many Catholics who no longer 

practise their faith, who may feel rejected by the Church. I wish to say to 

those of you who are distanced from the Church, ‘come back’, and to the 

rest of us, ‘make them welcome’ (Basil Hume). 

 

‘The Church is a reality imbued with the hidden presence of God’ (Pope 

Paul Vl). 

 

In 1981, Fr. John Coleman, wrote in America (an international Jesuit 

publication), that ‘Any profession for which the following facts are true – 

declining absolute numbers in the face of growth of the larger population, 

significant numbers of priestly resignations, a declining pool of new 

recruits and an ageing population – can be referred to as having a deep-

seated identity crisis, whatever the internal morale of the group’.  

 

Tradition is the living faith of dead people, to which we are challenged 

to make a contribution. Traditionalism, on the other hand, is the dead 

faith of living people, who, above all other considerations, fear the 

challenges of change’ (John Shelby Spong). 

 

‘It is not the strongest of the species that survives, or the most intelligent, 

but the one most responsive to change’ (Charles Darwin). 

 

‘The Christian Movement began its life as a sort of Trotskyite tendency 

within Judaism, which tolerated a fair amount of diversity’ (Richard 

Holloway). 
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‘Lord, protect our doubts, for they are a way of praying’ (Paulo Coelho). 

 

‘Because women are equal in Christ, they can represent Him by 

officiating at the Eucharist’ (John Wijngaards). 

 

‘All concentrations of power justify their ascendancy with theory, as well 

as with more blatant methods. For example, many spiritual institutions in 

the world today, including most of the Christian denominations, still 

practise profound discrimination against women. Of course, they do not 

understand their discriminatory practices in that way, justifying them as 

‘obedience to a higher law’, thereby hardening a transitory social 

arrangement that made sense in its day into an absolute law that makes no 

sense in our time’ (Richard Holloway, slightly adapted). 

 

The cruelty of (official) Christianity is astonishing, especially when it is 

remembered that Jesus, the Great Subverter, is the Great Prophet of 

Compassion/Mercy (Holloway, adapted and abridged, without alteration 

of meaning). 

 

In the not too distant future, Catholic prelates (including emeritus popes, 

on the assumption that they have the good sense to follow the precedent 

set by Pope Benedict XVl), will cringe, when reminded of passages such 

as these: ‘The Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles attest that this calling 

(of men alone) was made in accordance with God’s eternal plan, granting 

the ministerial priesthood to men alone’, (Ordinatio Sacredotalis, n. 2, 

1994). ‘God’s eternal plan’? The claim is risible, not least because 

(official) Catholic theology concerning this matter (we shall leave to one 

side difficulties attendant upon the Eucharist’s origins) ludicrously 

confuses the notions of ‘gender’ and ‘person’, but all of that is ‘a Session 

for another day’, which will hopefully be facilitated by a woman. 

 

The assertion of extrinsic authority (be it articulated in terms of the Bible 

and/or authoritative Church teaching) is largely ‘meaningless’ to most 

people under the age of fifty in our Catholic culture. Pope Francis is 

unique, in the sense that he appears to defy this assessment, but only in 

the manner that people identify with the person, and place dogma on the 

back-boiler. He is undoubtedly the greatest Holy Father of modern times 

(historians usually date this from 1846), with the likely exception of Pope 

St. John XXlll. But not even ‘Francis’ is capable of providing the kind of 

radical leadership needed if Catholicism is to have any chance of 

surviving its current ideological (as distinct from ‘pastoral’) state of 

(largely unacknowledged) sclerotic decline. Modern Catholicism will pay 

a huge price for its failure ‘to read the signs of the times’, and the victory 
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will go to Evangelical Fundamentalism’s smelly little orthodoxies, to 

paraphrase a quotation of George Orwell’s. 

      

Pope Francis ‘works’, at least for now, because everyone can discern that 

he speaks with intrinsic authority. The difficulty is that the society he 

represents is no longer ‘an authority’, because its structures of authority 

and governance are no longer fit for purpose. People have stopped 

‘listening’, and when those ‘people’ – mainly women – reach a critical 

mass, institutional Catholicism could collapse, rather like a house of 

cards, for the simple reason that it has failed largely to translate its 

excellent theology of grace into practical, sustainable pastoral initiatives 

relevant to our times. One reason for this ‘failure’ is that the (official) 

Church uses the paradigm of magisterial-papalism. It is about fifty years 

overdue a move to the paradigm of ministerial-collegiality (with that 

notion including the complete involvement of women in its Mission of 

Evangelisation, and their unjustifiably delayed admittance to the 

Sacrament of Order).      

 

‘Man is a rational animal, who is made for life in community’ (Aristotle). 

 

‘If you want to keep any group of human beings isolated – Women , 

Jews, Roma, Gays, Blacks – the best way to do it is to convince everyone 

that that these people are a source of contamination’ (Yuval N. Harari). 

 

‘Word and Sacrament are a seamless robe’ (Catholic Bishops’ 

Conferences of England & Wales, Scotland and Ireland). 

 

‘If ever it comes to a choice between Jesus and truth, we must always 

choose truth, because disloyalty to truth will always in the long run prove 

to have been disloyalty to Jesus’ (Simone Weil). 

 

   

‘God is the God of all humanity, but no single Faith is – or should be – 

the Faith of all humanity’ (Jonathan Sacks). 

 

‘The experience of many worlds has made me a good compromiser, and 

long ago I gave up the pursuit of ideological certainties’ (Lionel Blue). 

 

‘Forgiveness is not a forgetfulness of the past. It is the courage to risk a 

new future, other than the one imposed by the past or by memory’ 

(Gabriel Daly). 
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‘Religion is the sigh of the oppressed, the heart of a heartless world. It is 

the spirit of a spiritless situation. It is the opium of the people’ (Karl 

Marx). 

 

‘Every Christian community must be a welcoming home for those who 

are searching for God and for those who are seeking a brother or sister to 

listen to them’ (Pope Francis). 

 

Home-coming – Nostos – Home-coming (the title of John Moriarty’s 

autobiography) 

 

‘(The) Church, constituted and organised in the world as a society, 

subsists in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of 

Peter and by the bishops in union with that successor, …’ [Vatican ll’s 

Lumen Gentium (LG), n. 8, 1964].  

 

‘The measure of the greatness of a society is to be found in the way it 

treats those who are most in need; that is, those who have nothing but 

their poverty’ (Pope Francis). 

 

In previous Sessions, Midrash has been an idea central to some of our 

discussions. It is also the case this evening. Pentecost (Acts 2), 

traditionally known as the Birthday of the Church, describes the 

occasion when the Apostles were filled with the Holy Spirit, after 

tongues of fire rested on them, enabling the assembled group ‘to speak in 

other languages’ (vv. 1-4).  Midrash is the technique whereby the writers 

of the New Testament adapted significant events from the Hebrew Bible 

and re-interpreted them, in such manner to show that Jesus was the 

fulfilment of roles previously filled by figures such as Moses and Elijah. 

The foundational event in the history of Israel/Judaism is the Exodus 

from Egypt (Exodus 12-14), and fifty days later the Jews arrived at 

Mount Sinai, where – in the midst of thunder and lightning – God 

establishes a Covenant with them (Exodus 19: 16-25). Raymond Brown, 

in An Introduction to the New Testament (1997 edition, pages 283 to 

284), notes that the Jewish Feast of Weeks (Pentecost, in Greek) 

occurred fifty days after the Feast of Passover, and that Philo of 

Alexandria (died c. 50 CE) recounts a tradition of Angels taking what 

God said to Moses on Sinai, by their tongues carrying it to people on the 

plain below the mountain. Thus, we are almost certainly dealing here with 

another instance of Midrash, the purpose of which for St. Luke is to 

suggest that this New Pentecost – available now to Jew and Gentile alike 

(symbolised by St. Peter’s speech and its aftermath, 14-47) – is far more 

significant than the original one at Sinai (cf. Acts. 2: 8-11 and 28:8 –‘Let 
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it be known to you, then, that God’s salvation has been given to the 

Gentiles, and they will listen to it’). Alas, 28:8 and other relevant 

pericopae represent a dispute that separated Christianity from its roots, 

leading it to affirm its replacement of Judaism, which in turn led to 

disastrous consequences, some of which remain in the memory of 

Holocaust survivors still alive. It is this writer’s contention that the 

Shoah’s remote, entirely unintended origins, can be traced back, most 

unfortunately, to an expression of invective hyperbole by St. Paul 

(martyred 57 CE), who characterised the Jews as ‘the enemies of the 

whole human race’:            

 

‘For you, my brothers, have modelled yourselves on the Churches of God 

in Christ Jesus, which are in Judaea, in that you have suffered the same 

treatment from your own countrymen as they have had from the Jews, 

who put the Lord Jesus to death, and the prophets too, and persecuted us 

also. Their conduct does not please God, and makes them the enemies of 

the whole human race, because they are hindering us from preaching to 

the Gentiles, to save them. Thus, all the time they are reaching the full 

extent of their iniquity
2
, but retribution has finally overtaken them’ (1 

Thessalonians 2: 14-16). 

 

What do you make of St. Paul’s claims? 

 

a prayer of penitence 
 

‘We acknowledge that for many, many centuries blindness has covered 

our eyes, so that we no longer see the beauty of Thy Chosen People, and 

no longer recognise in its face the features of our first-born brother. 

 

We accept that the mark of Cain is upon our brow. For centuries, Abel 

was laid low in blood and tears, because we forgot Thy love. 

 

Forgive us the curse that we wrongly placed upon the Jews. Forgive us 

that we crucified Thee a second time in the flesh, 

 

for we knew not what we did (Pope St. John XXlll)
3
. 

 

‘It takes courage to name and to share appropriately your darkness’ 

(Lionel Blue, abridged). 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
                                                 
2
 CF. Genesis 15:16 

3
 Stuart E. Rosenberg, The Christian Problem: A Jewish View (1988 edition, page 13)  
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development 

 

The term ‘Church’ derives from the Greek words kyriake, meaning 

‘belonging to the Lord’ and ekklesia, denoting ‘assembly’. Thus, it can be 

described as a living community called into existence by God. 

 

Pope Paul Vl (died 1978) expressed well the nature and mystery of this 

living community, when he said that ‘the Church is a reality imbued 

with the hidden presence of God’. 

 

(Fr.) Richard Mc. Brien has observed that, unlike any other institution, 

the Church is an object of faith, by which he means that, at Sunday Mass,  

for example, when we confess belief in the Catholic Church, people are 

not committing themselves to faith in an organisation: God alone is 

worthy of that commitment. The declaration ‘I believe in the Church’ is 

an affirmation that God is present in the Church, albeit in a hidden 

manner, to paraphrase Pope Paul.
4
 

 

Of the topics designated for reflection in this Series of Talks, the Church 

is the most daunting one, for the simple reason that it can be approached 

from so many perspectives. The academic literature on this subject is 

vast; indeed, it is so extensive that all anyone can hope to do is to identify 

some of its key elements (and not everyone will agree with this 

adjudication!).  

 

This monograph will limit itself to examining five (5) considerations, 

including a preliminary excursion into the World of Porphyry [(1), a neo-

Platonist, active in the period 250-300 CE]. 

 

The Church was born at a particular moment in history, about 2, 000 

years ago. The Big Bang (defined by physicists as a singularity, meaning 

that it is a point at which all of the known laws of nature did not exist, 

including time – the concept of anything existing before the BB is 

therefore meaningless). It occurred circa 14 billion years ago, when 

matter, energy, space and time came into existence, and physicists 

acknowledge that they do not know what caused the BB.
5
  

 

Homo Sapiens, the only extant species of the genus Homo, can be dated 

approximately to 70, 000 years ago, but scientists estimate that the first 

races of conceptual thought may have originated some 200, 000 years 

                                                 
4
 Richard P. Mc. Brien, Responses to 101 Questions on the Church (1996 edition, page 10) 

5
 The material on the BB is derived from Yuval N. Harari’s remarkable book, Sapiens: A Brief History 

of Humankind (2014 edition, pages 3, 281 and 461.  
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ago, in a distant precursor of our species, now – for obvious reasons – 

completely extinct.    

 

Porphry, of course, had no knowledge of any of this, but his challenge to 

Christianity remains nonetheless pertinent: ‘If Christ is the one and only 

Saviour, as his followers’ claim, then why has he come so recently on the 

scene?’
6
  

 

Another way of putting this objection is to ask why if Christianity is the 

one perfect religion, at least in so far as claims about humankind’s 

ultimate destiny is concerned, then God is either weak or evil, or 

incompetent ,to delay this remedy for so long.
7
 

 

In later centuries, this objection came to be known as the Inconsistent 

Triad, first articulated by Epicurus (died 270 BCE) and later developed 

by St. Augustine (died 430) and St. Thomas Aquinas (died 1274), but 

most famously by David Hume (died 1776), the great philosopher of the 

(Scottish) Enlightenment, who championed a particular form of 

philosophical scepticism, which was opposed vehemently by Immanuel 

Kant (died 1804, but more about all of this in a later session). 

 

Hume argued that, with regard to what is known as the logical problem of 

evil (its evidential manifestation refers to the obvious existence of evil in 

the world, as demonstrated daily on our television screens and in 

newspapers, though a small minority of people deny its reality), it is 

impossible to hold together the three propositions of omniscience, omni-

benevolence and omnipotence attributed to the God of traditional 

monotheism, in the face of (moral and natural) evil. Only two of the 

three can exist alongside each other. For the purposes of simplification, 

Hume limited his analysis to the qualities of omnipotence 

omnibenevolence, and evil, maintaining that only two of these three 

qualities can exist at the same time, concluding that either God is not all-

loving, or not omnipotent, or that evil does not exist. Accepting the 

(obvious) existence of evil, he deduced that God must be either impotent 

or malicious, and it follows from this deduction that God does not exist 

(Aquinas, of course, rejects this conclusion, on the basis of his 

understanding of the nature of God incorporating the notion of infinite 

goodness, but we shall leave all of that to one side). 

 

                                                 
6
 Juan Luis Segundo, The Community Called Church: A Theology for a New Humanity (1980 

edition, page 3, first published in 1973) 
7
 Ibid, pages 3 to 4 
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Our answer to Porphyry’s objection must be to say that the Church is at 

the same time particular and universal (without reference to some illusory 

numerical target for conversions, as Pope Benedict XVl has pointed out), 

permanent attributes that have been there since its inception. 

 

(2) In the course of history, various paradigms of authority have sought 

to articulate how these attributes should be applied in successive, often 

diverse, historical and cultural contexts. 

 

The Late (Fr.) Edmund Hill OP, in his book Ministry and Authority in 

the Catholic Church (1988 edition), has provided two very useful 

umbrella terms for identifying different approaches to this issue. 

 

He distinguishes between the notions of magisterial papalism (MP) and 

ministerial collegiality (MC). 

 

Hills’ book is a work of advocacy and, at the time of its writing, he 

compared those in the Church who uncritically embrace the former 

notion, usually but not exclusively members of the Hierarchy, with the 

mentality employed by South Africa’s apartheid regime, in the years 

immediately prior to its collapse: ‘The MP Party, being actually in 

control and authoritarian in temperament, and regarding its own rightness 

as axiomatic, adopts a technique in the face of criticism that one is 

familiar with from the practices of authoritarian regimes, like the South 

African Government, for example. The first reaction is to ignore the 

criticism, not to hear it, to turn a deaf ear …, a technique as old as sin 

itself. The next step, when it is no longer possible to ignore that the 

criticism is not there, is to evade it by attributing all kinds of dubious 

motives to its critics, from crankiness to malice. The actual criticisms 

levelled are hardly ever met objectively for what they are, and either 

answered or accepted. Here, then, I am challenging those authorities in 

the Church who support the MP line’ (from the Preface, slightly adapted 

without any alteration in meaning).     

 

MP represents the view (assumed to be true by many Catholics) that 

Vatican theology is Catholic theology. It is not, and within the bounds of 

a properly centred concept of orthodoxy it is possible to hold to an 

alternative view of authority in the Church, one that more faithfully 

reflects Gospel values and the spirit of Vatican ll. 

 

MP has a long history, and in the nineteenth-century it was termed 

Ultramontanism (the view of the Church and its functions of governance 

‘beyond the mountains’, that is, south of the Alps, in Rome). It is known 
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sometimes also as Papalism, an attitude which exaggerates the role of the 

papacy in the life of the Church. 

MC also has a long history to it, some versions of which – Gallicanism (a 

view of Church authority favoured by the French monarchy prior to the 

1789 Revolution), for example – are abjured by Hill. In the Middle Ages, 

it was known as Conciliarism (a movement which saw in General 

Councils a solution to the Church’s problems, when the papacy was 

morally redundant and politically corrupt). And nineteenth-century 

British Catholic intellectuals termed it ‘cisalpine’, meaning ‘this side of 

the Alps’, in opposition to Ultramontanism. 

 

In summary, MP concentrates power in the papacy [cf. Vatican Council l 

(1870) and its Declaration on Papal Infallibility and Pastor Aeternus, 

explanation of terms to be provided during the Session) 

 

(3) It is this model of authority that has predominated in Roman 

Catholicism to date, and it needs to be understood in its contemporary 

form against the 100 years or so of background leading to Pope St. John 

XXlll’s calling of Vatican ll (1962-1965). ‘The Council was a massive 

surgical operation carried out without anaesthesia on a patient who 

thought she was in the best of health’ (Gabriel Daly), and this Session 

will look to four factors by way of elucidating Daly’s insightful 

observation: 

 

 Since 1870 and the rise of European Nationalism, the 

institutional Church had effectively adopted a fortress 

mentality in its relationship with the modern world, becoming 

increasingly centralised in Rome (until 1929, the popes were 

said to be prisoners in the Vatican!), adopting what Hill calls 

sacredotalism and clericalism (page 5), in ever more strident 

manifestations. This mentality was re-inforced by the response 

of the Magisterium to the perceived threat from Modernism 

(to be explained on 18 January, in the context of ‘Pope John’s 

story’).  

 The Church had to some extent dealt successfully with the 

challenges posed by Darwinism (‘it is not the strongest of the 

species that survives, or the most intelligent, but the one most 

responsive to change’) and Marxism (‘Religion is the sigh of 

the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world. It is the 

spirit of a spiritless situation. It is the opium of the people’). In 

particular, the institutional Church responded with more 

imagination and practical measures than it is sometimes given 

credit for, in the face of the Industrial Revolution, with 
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particular regard to educational and healthcare provision, 

especially – but not exclusively – in concentrated urban 

centres of population (tell the ‘Cardinal Manning story’). It 

also succeeded in making available these initiatives to the 

peoples of what we now term the developing world, albeit 

sometimes with approaches bordering on cultural and 

religious imperialism [one day, a PHD thesis should be 

written on the Black Baby Phenomenon – a stroke of (flawed) 

psychological and financial genius!] 

 More or less contemporaneous with the publication of 

Darwin’s Origins (1859), the historical-critical method, as a 

means for interpreting the concept of Christian Revelation, 

with particular but not exclusive regard to Scripture, became a 

sine qua non for scholars. Catholicism was slow to catch-up 

with this (not infallible) development, the consequences of 

which continue to impede (official) Catholicism’s engagement 

with this – now much refined – scholarly method. The 

implications of this claim will be explained on 18 January, 

providing some apposite examples, including one from the 

previous Session, with regard to the late Raymond Brown (14 

December 2016). 

 By 1870, History’s first industrialised conflict had been fought 

and won: The American Civil War (1861-1865). Abraham 

Lincoln, in a speech given at Gettysburg (1863, which had 

claimed more than 46, 000 Union and Confederate casualties) 

and now considered by many people to have been one of the 

greatest peroration’s ever given (it lasted a mere two minutes), 

concluded his Address with this ringing declaration: ‘We here 

highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain – 

that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of 

freedom – and that government of the people, by the people 

and for the people shall not perish from the Earth.’ These 

words have come to represent the idealism of the democratic 

spirit, regardless of how often they have been dishonoured in 

practice. They influenced deeply the millions of mainly Irish,  

Italian and Polish Catholic immigrants who came to America 

in search of ‘new beginnings’, from circa 1870 to 1970, a flow 

that – one way or another – continues to this day. These 

migrants were proud to be Catholic and American, a boast that 

as late as 1960, in the presidential campaign of that year, JFK 

was called upon time and again to defend. It was a boast, 

however, that did not always fit well in the context of a 

Vatican model of Tridentine theology (it is no accident that 
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one of the two remaining bishops who stayed in Rome for the 

promulgation of Papal Infallibility and who voted non-placet 

that morning, was Fitzgerald from Little Rock, Arkansas).  

The ‘triumph’ of ‘American Catholicism’ was represented 

symbolically by the Declaration on Religious Freedom (DH), 

the most closely contested document of the Council (7 

December 1965). It declared that ‘the human person has a right 

to religious freedom …, and that that right is to be exercised 

without coercion, … for truth cannot impose itself except by 

virtue of its own truth’ (from arts. 1 and 2, conflated).It was in 

the light of such pronouncements that (the late Cardinal) 

Avery Dulles, son of Eisenhower’s Secretary of Sate, wrote 

Models of the Church: A Critical Assessment of the Church 

in all its Aspects (1976, first edition). 

 

(4) Most of the remainder of this monograph will examine in particular 

two (2) of Dulles’ Five (5) Models of the Church. 

 

Dulles observes that the concept ‘model’ is one that has been useful in 

our understanding of the natural and social sciences, most especially 

with reference to Physics and Psychology (page 21). 

 

The advantage of this approach is that it ‘prevents concepts and symbols 

from becoming idols and opens up theology to variety and development’ 

(page 22). 

 

The model of the church as institution is the one with which most 

Catholics are familiar, since – one way or another – the local Catholic 

community has had responsibility for people’s hatching, learning, 

matching and despatching. 

 

At the time of the Reformation, this model of Church was re-inforced, 

owing to the challenges directed at Catholicism, most notably by the 

Reformation’s three better known exponents – Luther (died 1546), Calvin 

(died 1564) and Zwingli (died 1531). 

 

Cardinal Robert Bellarmine (died 1621) argued that the Church is a 

visible, perfect society, by which he meant that the institutional Church 

was subject to no authority other than its own. It is interesting, however, 

that – contrary to the prevailing opinion of Counter Reformation 

Catholicism – Bellarmine, much to the irritation of Pope Sixtus V (died 

1590, famous for building the Lateran Palace, completing the cupola of 

St. Peter’s, establishing the Vatican Library and, most important of all, 
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he supplied the citizens of Rome with clean drinking water!) – rejected 

papal claims to direct power in temporal affairs, acknowledging only 

indirect papal influence, at best. 

 

This debate – about the extent to which (institutional) religious authority 

should influence secular life – is an interesting one in the contemporary 

context of world politics. 

 

A problem with religion as institution is that those people who adhere to 

such a model all too often fall into the trap of assuming that they know 

what is best for everyone else. They are mistaken. 

 

An extreme example of this phenomenon is the conviction in 2012 of 

three Muslims in Derby for hate crimes against the Gay Community. In 

court, they defended their actions on ‘religious grounds’, the implication 

being that their interpretation of Islam (it amounts to Islamism) imposed 

upon them an obligation to act in this manner. In other words, these 

criminals effectively recognise only theocratic law, and the criminal 

justice system (cjs) does a good job in protecting us from these fanatics. 

 

In the past, institutional Catholicism had its own fanaticisms to address 

(one need but refer to the persecutions of Witches and Jews in the Middle 

Ages, to give but two examples) and, as indicated above, the genius of 

American Catholicism in the 1960s is that – in conjunction with liberal 

trends on the Continent – it dragged (official) Catholicism, kicking and 

screaming at first, into a rapprochement with ‘modern civilisation’, an 

idea roundly condemned by (Blessed) Pope Pius lX (died 1878, the 

longest reigning pope to date), in the notorious Syllabus of Errors 

(1864), which condemned the proposition (with many others) that –  

 

The Roman Pontiff can and should reconcile himself, and come to 

terms with, progress, liberalism and modern civilisation. 
 

The London Times, in an editorial, condemned The Syllabus in these 

terms –  

 

There is scarcely a political system in Europe, except the Papal 

Government, that does not rest on principles which are here declared to 

be damnable errors.
8
 

 

                                                 
8
 Vicars of Christ: The Dark Side of the Papacy, by Peter de Rosa (1988, edition, page 247) 
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Peter de Rosa underlines the manner in which Pio Nono (as he was 

popularly known) and his Papal Court were so completely out of touch 

with reality that, in 1852, they convinced (the region of) Tuscany to 

prevent Jewish doctors from practising Medicine.
9
 

 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that Lord Acton (died 1902), a British 

aristocrat, Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge University 

and a Catholic, on the eve of the definition of Papal Infallibility, coined 

the (now world) famous maxim –  

 

power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely 
 

In a nutshell, this is the problem with all types of institutions, and 

religions ones are no exceptions to the principle (even in communitarian 

mode). They all too easily become the means to their own stultifying 

ends. 

 

Irish Catholicism, until fairly recently and by way of example, often 

represented a disastrous alignment of the institutional model of 

ecclesiology with the secular authority. The abuse scandals speak for 

themselves, but what is often forgotten is that, until about forty years ago, 

the Irish State, in its (written) Constitution, recognised the ‘special status’ 

of the Catholic Church (art.44). 

 

One consequence of this ‘special relationship’ was the State’s ban on civil 

divorce. It also criminalised the sale of (and thereby the use of) artificial 

contraceptives, on the grounds that such prohibitions were ‘for the good 

of society’, an idea derived from St. Thomas Aquinas (died 1274). He 

famously applied Aristotle’s theory of natural law to sexual ethics, in 

such manner that its results continue to be controversial for how the 

teaching Church exercises its role in this –and related – areas. 

 

It goes without saying that few Catholics today would countenance such 

discriminatory Irish practices, but there remains the danger that unbridled 

institutionalism can be ‘a deformation of the Church’s mission’ (Dulles). 

 

Of course, it would be silly – as Dulles acknowledges – to completely 

ignore Christianity’s institutional dimension, as represented by its variety 

of ministries, confessional formulae and prescribed forms of worship 

(page 32). 

 

                                                 
9
 Ibid, 247 
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In other words, without institutional structures of some type, it is difficult 

to understand how the Church could fulfil its mission: ‘A Christian 

believer may energetically oppose institutionalism and still be very much 

committed to the Church’s institutional embodiment’ (page 32). 

 

A strength, therefore, of the model of the Church as institution is that it 

protects the obligation that it should teach (this notion is to be interpreted 

in a wide sense, pertaining not only to doctrine, but also to the imperative 

to evangelise the peoples of the Earth), sanctify (think of the 

Sacraments) and govern (the recognition of the need for structural 

protocols, without which life – ‘religious’ or otherwise – would be 

chaotic). 

 

A continuing weakness of the institutional module is that it affords far 

too much influence to the Curia, which stands in urgent need of reform 

(calls for its abolition are ridiculous – an institution as vast as the 

Catholic Church requires a functioning civil service). Other weaknesses 

include its poor basis in Scripture (contrary to some official claims). 

 

Dulles observes, rightly, that this understanding of the Church results in a 

very unpleasant form of triumphalism, quoting from Vatican l’s modified 

endorsement of the notorious Papal Bull, Unam Sanctam (1302)
10

: ‘Who 

is not in this Ark will perish in the flood’ (page 38). 

 

This claim leaves small room for misunderstanding, though it must be 

emphasised that such ideas require ‘contextualisation’. Vatican ll, for 

example, emphasises that it is not only Catholics who are members of the 

Body of Christ (LG, art 8). It augments this observation by insisting that 

all human beings can be saved, even if Jesus is not confessed as Lord and 

Saviour, by virtue of his atoning death on behalf of all humankind (this 

claim will be examined in a later Session, to do with the historical and 

theological interpretation of Jesus’ death). 

 

Unam Sanctam represents a notorious example of how the institutional 

model can all too easily lead to authoritarian modes of governance 

(‘Father always knows best’), too easily and uncritically assuming that 

the Hierarchy’s claims about its rights, status and duties are of Divine 

Will, as noted by Bishop Emile de Smidt of Bruges at Vatican ll’s 

                                                 
10

 Pope Boniface Vlll (died 1303 – Dante placed him in Hell’s Eight Circle, held down in the fissures 

of rock,, because Boniface had wantonly destroyed Palestrina, ‘one of the seven pillars of the Roman 

Church ‘ and reportedly slaughtered 6, 000 men, women and children, from de Rosa, pages 77 to 78) 

declared that there is ‘One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church … outside of Whom there is no 

salvation or remission of sins’.  
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opening session . In such contexts, one often hears the refrain that ‘the 

Church is not a democracy’. And many Catholics, sometimes recent 

converts, repeat this slogan as if it were a badge of honour. But what is 

wrong with its being ‘a democracy’? After-all, for much of its history the 

Church has functioned as a theocratic autocracy. Is it not time for a 

change? 

 

Dulles’ book proposes the model of Church as Community, by way of an 

antidote to the excesses of the one described above. Two German words – 

Gesellschaft (‘society’) and Gemeinschaft (‘community’) – are 

significant in this context. The former one refers to the institutional model 

of Church and the latter term complements it, in a dynamic manner, and –

for Dulles – is superior to the notion of ‘institution’ (page 43). 

 

One advantage of this approach is that it is especially popular in some 

Protestant circles (cf. 1 Corinthians 12: 12-30 and Romans 9: 23-26), 

with Emile Brumner, for example, maintaining that all laws, sacraments 

and priestly offices are ‘incompatible with the true being of the Church, 

which is the community of Christians’ (page 44). 

 

Of course, there are problems with Brumner’s vision (to be developed 

during the Session). 

 

Despite these difficulties, Roman Catholic theologians, in particular the 

(late) Dominicans, Congar and Hamer, have sought to make the notion of 

‘community’ the focus of their respective ecclesiologies (theologies of 

Church). In summary, their vision can be expressed using two other 

German words – Heilsgemeinschaft (‘community of salvation’) and 

Heilanstadt (‘institution of salvation’). Their point is that the Church is 

an institutional fellowship. In other words, we cannot have one 

(‘institution’) without the other (‘community’). 

 

It is against this background that we should understand LG’s famous 

statement that ‘the Church, constituted and organised in the world as a 

society, subsists in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the 

successor of Peter and by the bishops in union with that successor, 

although many elements of sanctification and of truth can be found 

outside of her visible structure’ (n.8). The sentence that follows is both 

pertinent and controversial, given that it is at this time of year that 

Christians usually pray for ‘Christian Unity’: ‘These elements, however, 

as gifts properly belonging to the Church of Christ, are possessed of an 

inner dynamism towards Catholic unity’ (to be developed during the 
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session, talk about giving with one hand, and taking away with the other 

one!). 

 

Dulles concludes that the best way of appreciating the nature of the 

Church is to envision it as The Mystical Body of Christ, ‘a communion 

which is at once inward and external, an inner communion of spiritual 

life (of hope, faith and charity), expressed by an external (institutional) 

communion in expression of the faith’ (page 45, slightly adapted). 

 

No one model (Community, Servant, Institution, Sacrament and 

Herald), in the final analysis, can do justice to the Church as a reality 

imbued with the hidden presence of God (Pope Paul Vl). 

 

Richard Mc. Brien, in Catholicism (third edition, page 698, slightly 

adapted), provides a succinct account of Dulles’ ecclesiology, echoing 

Pope Paul’s words, with particular regard to the concept of universal 

unity: 

 

Catholicism is characterised by the rubrics of breadth, length, depth 

and height. It is broadly inclusive, not bound by any single culture and, 

therefore, opposed to every kind of sectarianism and religious 

individualism (breadth). It is in communion with every generation and, 

therefore, cannot limit itself to any one historical period, including even 

the Apostolic Age (length). It permeates humankind’s many cultures, 

open to truth wherever it may be found (depth). But its universal unity 

comes from above, via participative life in the Triune God (height). 

 

In a very real sense, a dynamic and pastorally-sensitive ecclesiology is 

one which reveals to us the hidden presence of God and, in that respect, 

it foreshadows our homecoming – Nostos: Our hearts are restless, Lord, 

until they come to rest in thee (St. Augustine, died 430).   

 

conclusion 

 

(5) Gaudium et Spes (GS, The Church in the Modern World, 1965) 

addressed itself ‘to the whole of humanity …, charged with the task of 

scrutinising the signs of the times, and of interpreting them in the light of 

the Gospel’ (ns. 2 and 4). 

 

Those words are as true for us present this evening, as they were more 

than fifty-one years ago, when articulated by the Council Fathers. There 

is much work to be done, but please remember that, if you rest too much 

in setting about that task, it will turn to rust. And, for all its failings, the 
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Church, at its worst, is still most of the time far better than the secular 

world at its best.  

 

Our challenge now is to ensure that Catholicism in the Modern World is 

a Church reaching-out, and not one that is passing-out!  

 

In other words, that it should remain for all time a Living,  if fragmented, 

Community, faithful to Jesus, who inspired its foundation: ‘And 

remember, I am with you always, to the end of time’ (Mt. 28: 20b).  

 

Thank you for your kind attention to this evening’s ToT (those of you 

with access to print-copies only of this Talk will be relieved to learn that 

the listeners had to endure only about 20% of it!).                              PWK                                                                  

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------             
 

addendum – Rabbi Lionel Blue – addendum
11

 
 

‘There is a lot of one-upmanship in every religious grouping. It is there in 

me too, but I try to be free of it. It is a blasphemy to project my 

limitations on to God, and to make the Cosmos parish-size.’ 

 

‘You need courage to face confusion, and trust to cope with darkness. If 

you want to find the key to understanding another religion, you have to be 

prepared to shake-up and to be shaken. Christians and Jews never really 

meet unless they have the guts to speak about the Holocaust, the 

Crucifixion and the bad experiences they have had of each other. Evasion 

gives the illusion of meeting, but not its reality. And this observation 

applies not only to religion. You need the same courage really to know 

another person, and most particularly to know yourself, being not afraid 

to name your darkness.’ 

 

Julian of Norwich (died c.1413), the mystic, remarked about her visit to 

Hell that it was completely empty, there was not even a Jew there! I am 

grateful to Julian, it was very broad-minded for her time. Religious jokes 

can illustrate this claim. One day a priest arrives in Heaven, and he is 

introduced to its residents. Behind a wall, he hears people singing a 

hymn. ‘Who are they?’, asks the priest. He is told to shush – ‘that lot 

believe they are the only ones here, but you and I know we are not like 

that’. We know that we worship the same God: You pray to Him in 

your way, and I’ll pray to God in His way. 
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

                                                 
11

 Adapted (without any alteration of meaning) from Bolts from the Blue, pages 82 to 87 


