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A11glican-Catholic dialogue: 
Its problems and l1opes 

INTRODUCTION : AGREED STATEfYlENTS 
AND THE POSITION OF THE ROfYIAN 

CONGREGATION FOR THE FAITH 

111 a series of sess ions between January 1970 and September 
1981 the Anglican-Roman Catholic International 
Commission drew up statements on Lile Eucharist, Minislry 
and Ordination, and Authority in the Church. The aim of the 
Commission was to prepare a way for the restoration of 
inlercornmunion between the two Churches . There was no 
intention of solving all controversial issues, bul il was hoped 
under these headings to get to grips with the major causes of 
division . Even here no claim was made to have achieved 
complete agreement in every detail 1 but conviction was 
expressed that the statements provided a fundamental 
common approach to these questions which might be termed 
"subs1a11tial agreemenl", since fundamental principles were 
developed in Lllem, whereby an y remaining pa rticular 
di sagreement s in th ese areas mighl be resol ved .~ The 
docume11L accordingly concludes with the confidenl assen ion 
Lh at now - in 1981 - it is more than evident that " under Lhe 

1 ,,111glirnn-Ro111an Cat!,o/ic lntl!mational Co111111 1s~io11 , Th e Final Report: 
\Vindsor, Scr 1c111 ber 198 1. The ad111 i11 ed li mi1a1 1011 o f 1he document ,, i1h regard 10 
achie"ed co 11 se 11 ~u'i ic; clearly exrre<;sed especia ll y in A111!,or11y 111 1//e CJ,11rc!, II 
( 19~ 1) . -;cctio 11 J11risd1rnu11 , 16- 33. Al~o in 01her r l:ices, e.g. Elucidot ion 10 
Euchnns11c DoctnnC' ( 1979) ii, 9, cerl :\111 li111it :11 io 11 s are 111e 11 11 0 11 cd . 

2 er: Eucl,anSIIC Dounne 11971) 12: "\\'e be lieve \ \"C 11:i,e rt"JCllcd rnbs1a111 1:il 
:111.reell iCII I 0 11 11lc doc1ri 11e or 1lic cuch;i ris1 . .. 1f 1hc1 e :ire :i ny r,:m:i111111g roin1s of 
d~~agreerne111 rliey o n be 1csolved 011 Ille p1 111ci r_k s he re es1a bli shcd . . . " 
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Holy Spirit, our Churches have grown closer together in faith 
and charity . There are high expectations that significant 
initiatives will be boldly undertaken to deepen our 
reconciliation and lead us forward in the quest for full 
communion" .3 

Al the same time the Commission was fully aware that the 
ultimate decision as to the ecclesiastical relevance of its 
findings did not rest . with itself. All along it had intended, 
according to the ecclesiastical mandate which had called it 
into being, to submit its statements to the "respective 
authorities". Since its purpose was not merely academic but 
focused on ecclesiastical reality, the statements had to go 
through an official ecclesiastical process of examination and 
judgement. 4 This took place when the sessions came to an end 
in September 198 I. It was also clear that, since ecclesiastical 
authority is structured differently in each case, examination 
and decision making would also have to be conducted on 
quite different lines by the respective authorities. Perhaps one 
should remark at this point that any presentation of the 
theme "Authority in the Church" which was really intended 
lo lead to unity, would have lo take into account in a much 
more concrete way the actual form of authority in order to do 
justice to the question_. For if there was surprise afterwards at 
the fact that the Roman Catholic Church can give an 
authoritative answer more immedialely than Anglican 
structures allow for, this is surely an indication that too little 
attention had been paid to the actual functioning of 
authority. It was probably not made clear enough that the 
pope - especially since Vatican 11 - has a special authentic 
teaching function for the whole Church: it is not indeed 
in fallible but does make authoritative decisions. 5 On the 
other hand the text left one_ completely in the dark as to the 
concrete structure of authority in the Anglican comm unity . 
Those well acquainted with Anglicanism know that the 
Lam beth Conference, originally i nsl it uted in 1867, was not 
due to meet for several years, according to its regular timing, 

3 Conclusion, 198 1. 
J E.g. A u1'1ori1y 111 1'1e C'111rcl, I, 26 (conclu,io11). 
5 C f. Lumen Genrium II, 12: III, 22; especially in 11tis context III , 25. 
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and that no authoritative pronouncement could be made 
before that date . But ought not the text to have mentioned 
this structure in order to give a true explanation of the 
problem of authority without stopping short of the concrete 
reality? Would not the right and indeed necessary thing have 
been to explain what sort of teaching authority and 
jurisdiction belongs or does not belong to this assembly of 
bishops? Should one not also have gone into the question of 
the relat ion between political and ecclesiastical authority in 
the Church which first touches the nerve-point of the 
question of the Catholicity of the Church or the relation 
bet ween local and universal Church? In I 640 Parliament 
decided as follows: "Convocation has no power to enact 
canons or constitutions concerning matters of doctrine or 
discipline, or in any other way to bind clergy or religious 
without the consent of Parliament." That may be obsolete, 
but it came lo mind again in 1927 when on two occasions a 
version of the Book of Common Prayer was rejected by 
Parliament. 5a However that may be, these concrete questions 
should have been clarified and answered, if a viable 
agreement about "Authority in the Church" was the aim in 
view. For it is of the essence of authority to be concrete, 
consequently one can only do justice to the theme by naming 
the actual authorities and clarifying their relative position on 
both sides instead of just theorizing about authority. 

But to go back to our starting point: this parenthesis was 
only inserted because, after there had been theoretical 
substantial agreement about authority in the Church, the 
actual intervention of authority resulted in misunderstanding 
and bad feeling . What had happened? According to the 
express intention of ARCIC, the Congregation for the Faith, 
commissioned by the pope as central organ of ecc-lesiastical 
authority. had set to work examining the texts as soon :is they 
were completed, and then on 29 tvlarch 1982 promulgated a 

' J Th. Sc.:h11i1k er, Tli e /1111erica11 Book of Cu111111n11 Pu11 er (Tit Rev 78, 1982. 
~65 - 2n ) roi 111 s out 1lta1 as a result o l " Church ti f E11gla11<l (\\'or~l1111 and Doct1 ine) 
1\ le:is11 re 197-4". 1he Church o r E11gl,111d 11 ~e1r. wi1ho u1 ra1i rica1io 11 lrom ParliJ11m t1 
c:1 11 make ucl.' isio11 s ahou1 i1, liturgical bunks. \\ 11h Schedule 2 o l thi s doc ume111 1h; 
Ac1 or Unifur111 i1y 1662. like almo,1 :1 11 li1u rg1cal e11ac1rne11t, o r state controlled 
churches, h:i , heco111 e 11 1~;i l1d (a.a.0 ., Note 3. col. 2661) . 
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detailed statement of their opinion . This was first despatched 
to the Bishops' Conference as a "Contribution to the current 
dialogue", and then 011 6 May 1982 published in the 
Osservatore Romano. 6 Pursuing the matter further, one can 
say that this was an example of the functioning of precisely 
that structure of authority sketched oul by Vatican IL One 
can clearly recognise three characteristic elem en ts of that 
structure-the office of Peter's successor, the worldwide 
college of bishops, and -relation in dialogue to other Christian 
Churches and denominations . In this case we see ecumenical 
dialogue raised from the sphere of particular groups - which 
are not yet authoritative, however important and well 
authorised they may be - and transferred to the level of 
matters concerning the whole Church in a universal and 
obligatory way. Then the See of Peter speaks through one of 
its central organs, not indeed in a definitive manner, yet with 
an authority which carries more weight in the Church than a 
merely academic publication about the question would. 
Based on the teaching of the Church, the document provides 
guidelines for further development of the dialogue. And 
finally the whole college of bishops, as successors of the 
apostles, are drawn into the dialogue in their capacity of 
responsibility for the whole Church. 

THE FUNDAI'vJENTAL PROBLEM OF THE DIALOGUE: 
THE AUTHORITY OF TRADITION. AND THE 

CENTRAL ORGANS OF UNITY 

J. Preliminary note on the situation of the discussion 

The above statements have already brought us right to the 
beart of the problem with which Anglican-Catholic dialogue 
is concerned. A first reading of the ARCIC documents might 

6 The esse111ial co111e111 o f 1he 1ex1 ,~;is pre-announced in ;i le11er, riutil1shed on 
J 1.3. J 982 111 1 he Onen·atore R o111a110, fr om I he Pref eel o f 1he Congregation for the 
fa i1h, 10 1he Catholic Chairman o f ARCIC, Brsliop Clark. 
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well convey the impression that nothing but Vatican l's 
teaching about papal primacy, and the more recent Marian 
dogmas stood in the way of complete agreement. The 
reaction of the media , which are alwavs bound to be on the 
!ook-out for something striking a~d quickly grasped, 
111tensified this impression which only too easily turned into 
the opinion that reconciliation was held up only by particular 
nineteenth century dogmas on the part of Rome. Were this 
the case, it would certainly be. hard to understand why Rome 
laid so much stress on such recent, particular doctrinal 
developments, apparently even wishing to raise them to a 
touchstone of ecumenism. In point of fact, both the 
aforesaid dogmas are only the most tangible symptoms of the 
overall problem of authority in the Church. The way one 
views the structure of Christianity will necessarily affect in 
some measure, great or smal l, one's attitude to various 
particular matters contained within the whole. For this 
reason l do not wish here to go into the particular points 
which surfaced in the dialogue between Catholics and 
Anglicans, and which have already been dealt with in the 
ARCIC Report as well as in the comments of the 
Congregation for the Faith. I wou ld prefer to approach one 
single point from various aspects - the point which has 
already emerged from a simple account of the course of 
events as the core of the problem, namely the question of 
authority. This is identical with the question of tradition and 
cannot be separated from that of the relation between the 
universal Church and a particular Church . Even this problem 
cannot recei ve comprehensive, systematic treatment here. 
\Vithin the limi ts of this short essay it would seem more to the 
point to dispense with systematic procedure and simply 
juxtapose a series of observations which will nevertheless , 
each in its own way, reflect something of the whole. 

Bul first it would seem fitting to comment briefly on the 
gener3] nature of the statement of the Congregation for the 
Fai th and of the Agreed Statements of ARCIC which 
underlie it . Almos t everywhere newspapers and reports tell 
how the communicati on from the Roman Congregation 
begins with a few short , meaningles_s and nor!~ compliments, 
and that everything is merely negative and crit1cal, so that by 
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lhe end of it one is left with a discouraging impression . Such 
an assertion could only be the result of a very superficial 
reading of the text. In the relatively short first section, 
dealing with the subject as a whole, the positive side is stated 
first and then followed up by criticism. This pattern is 
retained throughout the sections dealing with particular 
subjects . Attention is first drawn to the important steps 
forward lhat have been made in dealing with the particular 
questions, and then guidelines are laid down to show the way 
ahead if a really viable basic "substantial agreement" is to be 
reached. Actually it is impossible to read through the ARCIC 
statements without feeling a great sense of gratitude, for they 
show how far theological thought has matured in the last 
decade as regards shared insight. Recourse to scripture and 
lhe Fathers has brought to light the common foundations of 
diverging confessional developments, and so opened up that 
perspective in which apparently irreconcilable elements can 
be fused together into the wholeness of the one truth. The 
desire for unity is plain: one might say that the hermeneutics 
of unity have made a new understanding of the sources 
possible, and conversely, recourse to the sources has evoked 
hermeneutics of unity. All this is indisputable and makes the 
ARCIC documents so outstanding that they could be, and 
had to be, transferred from the sphere of private preparatory 
work into the forum of the Church's public dialogue. But all 
this must serve too to justify the courage needed to face the 
questions squarely and fully both in statement and 
deliberation . Approbation and criticism are not mutually 
exclusive: each demands the other. It is only when both are 
joined together that we get an authentic vehicle for true 
dialogue. This will be taken for granted as I proceed now to 
deal with the most urgent questions. 

2. The authority of Tradition 

The complex of questions we are concerned with here 
cannot possibly be contained with the single concept 
"primacy". It includes, over and above, determining the co- •~ 
ordination of scripture - tradition - councils - episcopate -
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reception. The two last ideas refer to the respective roles of 
bishops and laity in the formation of Christian doctrine. It is 
a universal tenet amongst Christians that scripture is the basic 
standa rd of Christian faith, the central authority through 
which Christ himself exercises his authority over the Church 
and within it. For this reason all teaching in the Church is 
ultimately exposition of scripture, just as scripture in its turn 
is expo5ition of the living word of Jesus Christ: but the 
ultimate value of all is not what is written but the life which 
our Lord transmitted to his Church, within which scripture 
itself lives and is life. Vatican II formulated these mutual 
relations very beautifully: "Through tradition the complete 
canon of sacred books is made known to the Church. \Vi thin 
her the Holy Scriptures are themselves understood at greater 
depth and ceaselessly put into action. So it is that God who 
spoke of old, never ceases to converse with the Bride of his 
beloved Son, and the Holy Spirit - through whom the living 
voice of the Gospel resounds in the Church and through her 
in the world beyond - leads the faithful into all truth and 
causes the word of Christ to dwell amongst them in full 
measure" (cf. Col 3:16). 7 There is a priority of scriptures as 
witness and a priority of the Church as the vital environment 
for such witness, but both are linked together in constantly 
alternating relationships, so that neither can be imagined 
without the other. This relative priority of the Church to 
scripture obviously presupposes also the existence of the 
Universal Church as a concrete and active reality, for only the 
whole Church can be the locus of scripture in this sense. So 
the question of defining the relation between a particular 
Church and the universal Church has obviously already 
claimed a place amongst the fundamental problems. 

The mutual dependence of a community living the Bible, 
and of the Bible in which the community finds the inward 
standard of its being, is first represented as a subtle spiritual 
r~ality, but it becomes a very practical issue with the 
question: How is scripture recognised in the Church? \Vho 
decides whether what you say is in accord with scripture or 
not ? It is ra ther ambiguous when ARCIC says: "Neither 

' De, Verb 11111 11 , B. 
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general councils nor universal primates are invariably 
preserved from error even in official declarations. 11 It is still 
more emphatic in another place: "The Commission is very 
far from implying that general councils cannot err and is well 
aware that they sometimes have erred''. 9 The Synods of 
Ariminum and of Seleucia are quoted as examples of this. 
Then it goes on to say: "Article 21 (i.e. of the Anglican 
Articles of Religion) affirms that general councils have 
authority only when their judgements 'may be declared that 
they be taken out of Holy Scripture'. "The ARCIC text adds 
that according to the argument of the Statement also, "only 
those judgements of general councils are guaranteed to 
exclude what is erroneous or are protected from error which 
have as their content fundamental matters of faith, which 
formulate central truths of salvation and which are faithful to 
Scripture and consistent with Tradition". 10 ivloreover there is 
need for reception; about this it says in what seems a rather 
dialectical way that "reception does not create truth nor 
legitimize the decision", the authority of a council is not 
derived entirely from reception on the part of the faithful; on 
the other hand it also teaches that a council is "not so 
evidently self-sufficient that its definitions owe nothing to 
reception". 11 Another passage is even more explicit: "If the 
definition proposed for assent were not manifestly a 
legitimate interpretation of biblical faith and in line with 
orthodox tradition, Anglicans would think it a duty to reserve 
the reception of the definition for study and discussion". 12 

The phrase "manifestly a legitimate interpretation of 
biblical faith" catches one's attention. The dogmas of the 
pre-Reformation Church are quite certainly not "manifestl y 
legitimate" in the sense in which "manifest" is used in 
modern exegesis. If there were such a thing as the "manifestl y 
legitimate", obvious enough to stand in its own right out of 
range of reasonable discussion, there would be no need at all 
for councils and ecclesiastical teaching authority. On this 

8 Aurltonry 111 rite Clturch 11, 27 ( 198 1) . 
9 Aurltnnry 111 the Church I, Eluc1d:11 ion 3 ( 1981). 
10 Ibid., " wh1cl1 have a~ 1he1r co n1 e111, rundamenlal mail ers or fa i1h . " 
II lb,d . 
11 A11rhonry 111 rite Church, II. 29. 
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point questions raised by the continental European 
Reformation are fu lly present amongst the Anglicans. It is 
true they are modified by the fact that the survival of the 
episcopate retains the fundamental structure of the pre­
Reformation Church as the form of life within the 
ecclesi astical community to this day . This assures a 
fundamentally positive att itude to the doctrinal tenets of the 
pre-Reformation Church. Originally this was the in tention 
also of the continental denominations but the pull away from 
tradition was much stronger in their communities, so that 
there was far less ability to hold fast. This modification of the 
principle of "scripture only" has, however, long been more 
on the level of fact than of principle; it is true that fact could 
facilitate the step down to the fundamental level. This should 
not be too difficult, considering the actual authority of 
tradition . In any case further dialogue must get to grips in 
real earnest with this fundamental issue. 

3. The Universal Church and its central organs as the 
condition of tradition 

But to return once again to our starting point in the 
analysis of the text. Nothing "manifest" can be derived from 
intellectual discussion or from the mere fact of general 
opinion in the Church. Ultimately we come up against an 
anthropological question here; beyond what is purely 
objecti ve, nothing is "manifest" to anyone save what he 
lives. For that reason interpretation is always a question of 
the wh ole complex of life. 11 To transfer authority in this way 
to what is "manifest", as is done in the passage already 
quoted , means linking up faith with the authority of 
historians, i.e. exposin g it to connicting hypotheses . Quite 
the contrary - keeping in view the faith tes tified to in the 
New Testament itself and the life of the early Church, we 

I J Cf. esrccial ly til e 11npor1 <11 11 e~s<1 ys from J . Pieper , 811cltstalner11b1111ge11 , 
r-. tun che 11 1980, I I- JO; E. Corelli, Grn11df rage11 der Her111e11e11t1k, Freiburg 1969; H. 
Ani on, {11Ierpr<'lllfl011, in J . R1 t1 er-K. Grunder , 1--!tstoncltes Worterbuch der 
Plrtlosnµl11e I V ( 1976), 514 - 517. 
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must hold fasl to the conviction that there can be no second 
sifting through of whal the uni versal Church I each es as 
universal Church. \Vho would presume to undertake such a 
Lask? One can read grea ter dept h into a pronouncement o f 
th e universal Church ; one can impro ve on it linguistically; 
one can develop it further by focusing on the centre o f the 
fait h and on new perspectives opening up a way forward, but 
one cannot " discuss" it in the ordinary sense of the word. 

At this poin t it becomes clear wllat tile episcopal office 
means and what exactly "tradition" is in the Church . 
According to the Catholic way of thinking, a bishop is 
someone who can express the voice of the uni versal Church in 
his teaching, or to put it another way: the episcopate is the 
supreme court in the Ch urch as regards both leaching and 
decision, because it is the living voice of the uni versal 
Ch urch . An individual bishop has full authority as pastor of 
a particular Church because, and in so far as , he represents 
the uni ve rsal Church . 

" Apostol ic success ion" is the sacramental form o f the 
un ifying presence of tradition. 14 For this reason the universal 
Church is not a mere external am plifi cation , contributing 
no thing to the essential nature of Church in the local 
Churches, but it extends into that very nature itself. Here it is 
necessary to contrad ict the AR CIC Report where it says " The 
Second Vatican Council allows it to be said that a Church out 
o f commun ion with the Roman See may lack no thing from 
the viewpoint o f the Roman Catholic Church except that it 
does not belong to the visible manifes t at ion o f f u 11 Christian 
communion'' . 1s \.Y ith such an assertion wrongly claiming the 

14 
J . Ratzinger Theolog,sclte Pm1;.1p1e11/ehre, i\ lunchen 1982 25 1 - "l 63· 

300 - 314. ' - · 
is A11r/i or11y 111 rlre Clwrclt II. 12. The text of LC I. 8, quoted here in ~uppo rt , is 

fa r fr om expressing such a con,ict ion . The tex t rum : " Hacc est unica Chr isti 
Eccle~i ;i , qua111 in Symb0lo un ::im , sanctam. c::11 ho licam et aposto licam conli temu r . . . 
Hacc Ecclesia , in hoc mundo u1 societ:is con~1 1tu1a et ordin::i t:i , ~ubm ti1 111 Ecclesia 
ca tholica , a ~uccessore Petri et epi scopi~ in eius commu 111011e gubernala, lice! extra 
e1us compaginem elenienta plura s:inc1i rica 11011 i~ et "er ilat is inve11 1un tur , quoe u1 
dona Ecclesiae Chris1 i propr,a , ad uni t:item ca tholic::im impell unt." (Th is is the 
u111que Church o f Chm t ,,h1ch 111 tlt e Creed " e avow a~ one, holy, ca1ho lic and 
apostolic . . 11115 Church. con~ti tuted ::i nd o rg:111ic;ccl in the world a~ a society, 
subsists in 1lt e Ca1lto lic Church, which is go, crned by lite successor o r Peter and bv t ' 
1he b1~hop~ 1n un io n 1> i1h that successor, ;ilthough many elements o f sanct11ica110~ 
or 1ru1h can be found ou1s1de of 'her v1s1ble ~lruc1ure. These element s, however, J S 
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support o f Vatican I I, Church Unity is debased to an 
un~ecessary, if desirable, externality, and the character of the 
univ_ersal ~h~r_ch is reduced to mere oUlward representation, 
of littl~ s~gnif1cance in constituting what is ecclesial. This 
romantic idea of provincial Churches, which is supposed to 
res t ore . t 1_1 e st r u ct u re o f t he ear I y Ch u r ch , is re a 11 y 
contrad,ctmg the historical reality of the earlv Church as wel l 
as th_e concrete experiences of history, to ~hich one must 
certa111ly not turn a blind eye in considerations of this sort . 
The early Church did indeed know nothing of Roman 
primacy in practice, in the sense of Roman Catholic theology 
of Lile second millennium, but it was well acquainted with 
li ving forms of unity in the universal Church which were 
constitutive of the essence of provincial Churches. 
Understood in this sense, the priority of the universal Church 
always preceded that of particu lar Churches. 

l will just instance here three well known phenomena: 
letters of communion, which bound Churches together; the 
symbolism of collegiality at the consecration of a bishop. 
This ceremony was always linked up with li ving tradition by 
cross-questioning and acceptance of the Creed, while the 
imprint of the uni versal Church was manifest in the fact that 
bishops of prominent sees were represented: mere 
neighbourly recogn ition would not suffice; it had to be made 
clear that the prominent sees were in communion with each 
other, as it fell to them to guarantee the character of the 
uni versal Church in the case of this particular one. Finall y 
one should include here what people today like to call the 
conciliarity of the Church, though they often have 
romantically simplified ideas about it. For it is a known fact 
that conciliarity has never funct ioned simply of it s own 
accord by the pure and spontaneous harmony of plurality, as 

g,f1s properly belong 10 1he Cl1u rch of Chri~I. pm~~s~ a11 i1111er dynami_s111 1owr1rds 
Calholic 111111y) Nei1her Jue~ U1111a11s Red1111pgra110 Ill, 13, quo1cd 1n 1he same 
coniex1. sav an y1h ing of 1hc kind . 11 gi \ eS a typology of d1v1s1011s, and ends the 
dt'~crip1ion.or co rnniu11i1ic~ rcs ul1ing from 16th cern_ury di visions wi ll~ 1he sentence: 
" Inter ea~. in qui bus 1radi1 1011es et s1ruc1t1rae ca1hol1cae ex parle subs1s1ere rerg unt, 
locum specia l em 1e11e1 Corn111u11 w a11glicana." (~111 ong those in which some 
Cai lwlic 1rnd11io11 ~ and im1i1u11011s co111111 ue 10 ex ist, the Anglican Communion 

• lKcupie~ a spec ia l place). 
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many present day statements would seem to suggest. Actually 
the authority of the emperor was necessary to summon a 
council. Take away the person of the emperor, and you can 
no longer discuss the conciliar reality of the medieval Church 
but only a t lleological fiction. Closer consideration shows 
that the participation of Rome, the See centred on the place 
where SS. Peter and Paul died, was of great significance for 
the full validity of a council , even if this factor is less in 
evidence than the position of the emperor. All the same, 
Vincent Twomey has already shown in a very well 
documented piece of research, that already in the contest at 
Nicaea two opposed options stand out clearly: the Eusebian 
and the Athanasian, i.e. the idea of an imperial universal 
Church as against a really theological conception in which it 
is nol the emperor but Rome which plays the decisive role.ll; 
However that may be, the imperial Church has vanished, and 
with it the emperor too: Thank God, we may say. Meanwhile, 
if one wants to discuss the conciliarity of the Church in a way 
that is realistic and meaningful , the question inevitably arises: 
what office is important enough from a theological point of 
view to replace and sustain the function fulfilled by the 
emperor? 17 

At this point the question about the later development of 
history must inevitably be faced as a theological issue; a mere 
return to the medieval Church is no solution even from a 
theological point of view. Jean Meyendorff has recently I 

16 V. Twomey, Apostolikos T/1ronos . The Primacy of Rome as reflected in the 
Church Hwory of £11seb111s and the l11storico-apologe1ic wrrtrngs of St A 1/ranas111s 
the great, Munster 1982. This extremely thorough work (lo my mind) marks a 
rurning point in the approach 10 this subject in dogmatic history. Here perhaps for 
the first rime ii is again brought to lighr how profoundly imbued the pre­
Reformation Church was wirh the Perrine idea and its connection with rhe See of 
Rome. and also how soon 1hc conception or a srate church began 10 break away 
from it. A recenrly published book by St Horn, Petm11 l<athedra, Paderborn 1982. 
throws similar light on rhe 51h century. Now that both these books have arpeared, 
the commonplace judgements of the presenl day on the subject will have 10 be 
1horoughly re-examined and rossibly revised . Cf. also by St Horn La "Sedes 
Apostol,ca ": Theological outlook of tire East at the beginning of the sixth century, 
in !st mo 1975, pp . 435 - 456. 

17 The same objection applies especially 10 1he Catholic-Orthodox joint r, 
rn11emcnt , Le mystere de l'Ei l1se et de l 'Er,clrarrstie a la lwmere du mystere de la 
Sa111te Trinite. 
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tackled the whole subject with an uninhibited realism which 
might well serve as a model for research with an eye to the 
future . He shows how, once the central organs of unity, 
founded on a theological basis, were given up after the break 
up of the old imperial Church, this led in fact with 
compulsive inward logic to state churches springing up 
everywhere. These did not correspond at all to the medieval 
idea of local Church or parish, though an attempt was made 
to justify them theologically in that way. Instead they 
brought in their train a tendency to particularize Christianity, 
contrary to the essential idea of "Church" in the New 
Testament and pre-Reformation Church . 18 Once the universal 
Church had disappeared from view as a concrete reality 
actually leaving its mark on the local Church, and a link had 
been forged with some political or ethnic reality as a 
framework for the latter, the whole pattern of ecclesiastical 
government changed - including the evaluation of episcopal -
office, and so involving alteration in the structure of the 
Church . It was not only an outward "mani f es tat ion" which 
fell away but a power which had influenced from within. It is 
in this context that l'vleyendorff wonders whether it would not 
actually be better to devote more attention to the idea of 
development in the Church, and use that as an approach to 
the theological content of primacy. The latter is offset by the 
negative legalism which resulted from the tendency to 
particularise and was in evidence after the break up of the old 
empire wherever the link with the unifying function of the 
papacy had been severed. 19 

Reflections like these must on no account lead to one sided 
assertion of the "Roman" point of view. They do point 
towards the principle of a unifying office, but they also call 
for self criticism on the part of Roman Catholic theology . 
Without a doubt there have been misguided developments in 

18 J. J\l eyendorff. kircli/ichcr Rrg1011alismus: Str11k t11ren da Geme111sc/111/t ,oder 
Vonrnnd des Separa tis11111s? in G. Alber,go-Y. Congar -11. J. Po11111ryer , Kircltc 1111 
ll'andel. Eu,e kntische lll'tschenh,!011~ nach dem Zwe1tcn Va11ka1111111 , D11 <.seldorr 
)982 pr . 30.1-)1 8; cf e.g. p . 311 : " 0 11c crn see how modern 11 a1ionalisrn has 
deformed legnim:i te eccles iastica l pro vincia li sm a nd !urned ii int o a cloak fo r e1hnic 

SC[JJI a1 is111 . " 

I '} Ib id ., pp. 31 6ff. 
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bolh theology and practice where the primacy is concerned, 
and these must be brought to light with the same perspicacity 
and frankness that Meyendorff has shown with regard to 
misguided developmenls in a theology and practice geared 
simply to the local Church. By this means the theological core 
could really be brought lo view and be seen as acceptable . 
The principle of the primatial office in the universal Church, 
in my opinion, must not be weakened to the extent of being 
reduced to mere manifestation, while the reality of the 
universal Church is theologically dissolved. On the other 
hand lhe outward ways of putting tl1e offo;e into prncti,e ar~ 
subject to alteration and must always be tested afresh by the 
principle. The consequences of this for the Catholic-Anglican • 
dialogue became evident to us rather as a side-result of the 
introductory report on its last phases. In order to reach a 
viable unity, the form of authority in the Anglican Church 
must be spelt out with complete realism, and there must be no • 
shirking the question of the relationship between episcopal 
and political authority, for that was after all the start of the 
separation . The fact that since then the Anglican community 
has spread all over the world, has anyway led automatically 
to modifications of the original pattern, so that history itself 
has helped to rectify history. Parallel to these considerations, 
most careful thought must be given lo variations in practice, 
potentially contained in the principle of primacy. 

4. Tradi1io11 and belief 

\Vith all that has been said, il should have become clear 
that the question of the universal Church and of the primacy 
as its real central organ is not simply a matter of an isolated 
Roman problem, of varying significance to different people. 
It is at heart a queslion of the most powerful and communal 
presence of the Word of God in lhe Church, and as we have 
said, this question includes that of the universal Church and 
its authority as well as the official i nsl rumen ts of this 
authority . To put it in a different way: il is a queslion of 
whal one actually means by "tradition" . In this connection 

f 

I think a comment on lerrninology mighl bring us further. ln ,-
quite a number of places 1n th e ARCIC papers 
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the two dialoouino · . 
ref erred to as O " 

0 panies-Angl1can and Catholic-are 
become k our . two traditions" _20 "Tradition" has 

a ey-word in re t . . . 
theological 1 . f' . cen ecumenism and 1s used in 

Chu h 
c ass, 1cat1on of the difference between various 

re es and d · · . . enom111at1ons: they are referred to as "our 
tr ad It 1011s" Tl · · 

b 
· 11s terminology expresses a quite definite idea 

a out the deoree of · d . e: separation an the way to restore Church 
Un1ty .. The different forms of the reality "Church" are 
according to this "traditions" in which the heritage of the 
New Testament has found manifold realisation. This means 
~hat divisions are regarded theologically as of secondary 
Importance, even when historically seen as venerable and 
noteworthy realisations of common Christianity. One might 
say that in the most recent publications about dialogue 
"tradition" is the new name for "confession", which 
certainly means that a fundamental change of model has 
taken place in the vision of Church and faith . Wherever 
"tradition" is substituted for "confession" the question of 
truth is resolved into reconciling concern for what history has 
brought about. 

One more thought comes to mind which will take us back 
to the theological question from which we started. If two 
such different subjects as the Catholic Church and the 
Anglican Church are grouped together under the common 
term "our two traditions", the profound difference in 
estimation of the phenomenon "tradition"-such a hall­
mark of the identity of each-is obliterated . But un ­
fortunately one searches in vain through the ARCIC texts for 
an analysis of what "tradition" means to each. Roughly 
speaking one might summarise it like this: in the Catholic 
Church the principle of "tradition" refers, not only and not 
even in the first place, to the permanency of ancient doctrines 
or texts which /Jave been handed down, but to a certain way 
of co-ordinating the living word of the Church and the 
decisive written word of scripture. Here "tradition" means 
above all, that the Church, living in tile form of the apostolic 
succession with the Petrine office at its centre, is the place 

20 Cf. ElucidaI :011 ( 1979) 10 Mi111stry and 01di11a~~o11, pa ra. ~: "bo 1h ~r.i~i1 i~1.1s "; 
1 I ·,;· ;

11 
tire Church/, 18: "bo1h o ur Irad 111 011s ,o al,o 1b1d . 19; 1b1d . ... 5: o ur 

,..,ur ,vn 8 · "d - "b I d. . " 
d

-
I
·0 I1," ,,nd Aut!TorttY i11 the Church II ,,; 1b1 . I): 01 1 o ur Ira 111011s . 

IWO rra I I ' 'u , 
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in which the Bible is lived and interpreted in a way that binds. 
This interpretation forms a historical continuity, set ling fixed 
standards but never itself reaching a final point at which it 
belongs only to the past. "Revelation" is closed but 
interpretation which binds is not. 21 There can be no appeal 
against the ultimate binding force of interpretation. So 
tradition is essentially marked by the "living voice"-i.e. by 
the obligatory nature of the teaching of the universal Church. 

If, on the other hand, one consults the Arlicles of Religion 
or the "Lambeth Quadrilateral" of I 886, the difference 
strikes one immediately. The similarity of Art. I 9 on the 
Church with Art. 8 of the Augsburg Confession hits one in 
the eye in the same way as the similarity of Art. 20 on 
Authority in the Church with the corresponding Art. I 5 of 
the Confessio Augustana . Now both the Confessio 
Augustana and the Articles of Religion assume that Cre~d 
and dogmas are taken over from the pre-Reformation 
Church. One cannot strictly speaking apply so/a scriptura 
here in the face of a fundamental recognition of tradition. 
But for all that, the tendency is to regard tradition as a 
recognised heritage of texts from the past. At the same time 
the right of the living voice of the Church is minimised in 
theology by the demand for testing against scripture, while in 
practice it is reduced to the sphere of mere discipline, which is 
thereby cut off from its true foundations. This restriction is 
to a certain extent projected into the past in the Articles of 
Religion, in so far as it is expressly stated that just as the 
Church of Jerusalem, Alexandria and Antioch erred, so also 
the Church of Rome has erred in matters of faith, and general 
councils too (Art. 19 and 21). 

5. Tradition can never be closed 

At this point another omission in the ARCIC documents 
should be noted: it has to do with the concrete realities of 

• 

• 

21 er. f\ty own co n1ributions in K . R:ihner - J . Rarzinger, O//enbarung 111,d • 
Uberl1efer1111g, Freiburg 1965 



Anglican-Catholic dialogue: Its problems and hopes 81 

each C!1urch. It is true that ARCIC defends itself against 
accusation that it has contradicted Art. 21 of the Articles of 
Religion. 22 But it does not explain anywhere what force these 
A~ticles and the Book of Common Prayer actually have. ln 
this case too, as in the question of authority, one can only 
grasp the concrete situation by investigating these malters, 
for obviously we are touching here on what an Anglican 
would regard as "tradition". In the discussion about the texts 
it was evident that both the Articles of Religion and the Book 
of Common Prayer have great innuence as standards. It 
seems to me all the more strange that from the reverse point 
of view the Catholic ecumenical paper Irenikon felt obliged 
to criticise the Congregation for the Faith severely in an 
editorial because in its analysis of the Agreed Statements it 
had brought in definitions promulgated in the Catholic 
Church since the separation. Irenikon speaks (in a quite 
unirenic way) of the "painful" impression that the · " 
Congregation has made. With finger raised in reproach it 
continues: "If this attitude has already had consequences in 
dialogue with the Anglicans, one can imagine how it would 
block the way towards restoring canonical and sacramental 
communion with the Orthodox Church". 2J 

A kind of ecumenical dogma seems to be developing here 
which needs some attention . Quite likely it began with this 
train of thought: for intercommunion with the Orthodox, the 
Catholic Church need not necessarily insist on acceptance of 
the dogmas of the second millennium. It was presumed that 
the Eastern Churches have retained in the traditional form of 
the first millennium, which in itself is legitimate and, if 
rightly understood, contains no contradiction to further 
developments. Tlie latter after all only unfolded what was 
already there in principle in the time of the undivided 
Church. I myself have already taken part in attempts to work 
things out like this, 24 but meanwhile they have grown out of 
hand to the point al which councils and the dogmatic 
decisions of the second millennium are supposed not to be 
regarded as ecumenical but as particular developments in 

22 Eluc1da1ion ( I 981) 10.·1111/ronty in tire Church . 
2J /renikon 55 ( 1982) 161 f. 4uo1a11011 162. 
2~ Cf. Thealogi.sche Pmr;.1p1e11/ehre, Mu11clle11 1982, pp. I 09 - 211 (le-.:1 from 1976) . 
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the Latin Church, constituting its private property in the 
sense of "our two traditions" . But this distorts the first 
attempt to think things out into a completely new thesis with 
far-reaching consequences . For this way of looking at it 
actually implies denial of the existence of the Universal 
Church in the second millennium, while tradition as a living, 
truth-giving power is frozen at the end of the first. This 
strikes at the very heart of the idea of Church and tradition, 
because ultimately such an age test dissolves the full authority 
of the Church, which is then left without a voice at the 
present day. Moreover one might well ask in reply to such an 
assertion, with what right consciences, in such a particular e 
Church as the Latin Church would then be, could be bound 
by such pronouncements. What once appeared as truth 
would have to be reduced to mere custom . The great age-long 
claim to truth would be disqualified as an abuse. • 

All this means that a far-reaching thesis, the principles and 
consequences of which have not been thought out, has been 
raised to the level of a self-evident axiom. To belittle it is to 
incur ungracious censure. But this very self-evidence which 
convinced Jrenikon that it was its duty to pass censure from 
its lofty look-out on the Congregation for the Faith, demands 
decisive response. To my mind the central truth of what they 
are trying to get at is this: unity is a fundamental, 
hermeneutic principle of all theology, and we must learn to 
read the documents which have been handed down to us, • 
according to the hermeneutics of unity, which show up much 
that is new and open doors where only bolts were visible 
before. Such hermeneutics of unity will entail reading the 
statements of both parties in the context of the whole 
tradition and with a deeper understanding of scripture. This 
will include investigating how far decisions since the 
separation have been stamped with a certain particularisation 
both as to language and thought-something that might well 
be transcended without doing violence to the content of the 
statements. For hermeneutics are not a skillful device for 
escaping from burdensome authorities by a change of verbal 
function, (though this abuse hns often occurred), but rather 
apprehending lhe word with an understanding which al lhe • 
same time discovers in it new possibilities . 
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E~u~enical dialogue does not mean opting out of living, 
Chnst1an reality, but advancing by means of the 
hermeneutics of unity. To opt out and cut oneself off means 
artificial withdrawal into a past beyond recall; it means 
restricting tradition to the past. But that is to transfer 
ecumenism into an artificial world while one goes on 
practising particularisation by fencing off one's own thing. 
Since this preserve is regarded as immune from dialogue but 
is still clung to, it is lowered from the realm of truth into the 
sphere of mere custom. Finally the question arises as to 
whether it is a macter of truth at all, or just of comparing 
different customs and finding a way of reconciling l hem . In 
any case, the remark that the introduction of dogmatic 
decisions passed since the separation should not be regarded 
as the high point of the dialogue denotes a night into the 
artificial which should be firmly resisted . 

6. Trad ii ion and eucharist 

Now to get back to the ARC IC document after this detour. 
Everything said so far has revolved round the question of 
authority and tradition. I have tried to show that here and 
nowhere else really lies the fundamental problem . To solve it 
would be decisive for the question of unity. It would not be 
hard to show that this question affects also the particular 
areas in which full agreement has not yet been reached, and 
which were noted in the communication from the 
Congregation for the Faith : eucharist with emphasis on 
sacrifice, transubstantiation and, according to circumstances, 
adoration of tile consecrated species; sacramental nature and 
content of the priesthood (with the question in the 
background of the institution of the sacraments and of their 
actual number); theological substantiation and concrete 
c~clesiastical content of the Petrine office. It is not possible to 
deal with all these things /Jere . But let me just add one remark 
about tile question of the eucharist. Tile great reformed 
denominations and t/Je Anglican community accepted the 
ancient creeds as part of their own belief, and so the 

W Trinitarian and Christological faith defined in the councils 
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of the early Church has been kept out of the debate. Side by side 
with scripture and combined with it, this is the actual nucleus of 
the unity which binds us together and gives us hope of complete 
reconciliation . 

For this reason we must for the sake of unity strenuously 
resist any attempt to break up this central ecclesial deposit or to 
discard as outmoded the practice based on it of reading 
scripture together. A mere fundamentalist approach to the 
Bible, adopted these days by quite a number of people, would 
not bring us together but would ~oon break up the Bible itself. 
Without this centre the Bible would cease to be one book and 
would lose its authority. e 

So, although unity remained in the Creeds, the break in the 
form of eucharistic liturgy had its full effect. But in point of 
fact, in spite of all textual and ritual differences, the consistent 
unity of structure and understanding of the eucharistic liturgy in • 
the pre-Reformation Church (together with the baptismal 
liturgy) was the vital habitat in which the Christian dogma of 
that Church was rooted. The authority of tradition in the case 
of eucharistic model carries no less weight than in the case of 
councils and their creeds, even though it is differently expressed 
-through constant living enactment instead of by conciliar 
decree. It is really only possible to make an artificial separation 
between the two: in both cases it is the one basic form of the 
pre-Reformation Church expressing itself. Unfortunately this • 
connection was no longer easily recognisable in the late 
medieval Church and its celebration of Mass. But all the same 
one can imagine what it would mean for ecumenism if the 
inseparability of this union were again both manifest and 
recognised . lf we had today to "prove" the Trinitarian dogma 
and Christological faith from scripture in the same 
controversial way as tl1e sacrificial character of the eucharist, 
our endeavour to reach common conclusions would certainly 
be no less arduous. On the other hand, if the basic form of the 
liturgy of the early Church were accepted as a lasting heritage, 
ranking with conciliar creeds, this would provide unifying 
hermeneutics which would render many points of contention 
superfluous . The Church's liturgy being the original 
interpretation of the biblical heritage has no need to justify • 
i t s e I f b e f o re h i s l o r i ca I r e co n s t r u c t i o n s :_ i t i s r a t h er 
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itself the standard, sprung from what is living, which directs 
research back to the initial stages.2-~ 

I do not think that this sort of consideration is merely an 
intellectual game. Fundamentally it again points to the 
question of mere history and the significance of its content 
(Geschichte), of growth and life, i.e. the problem of authority 
and tradition which has occupied our minds throughout these 
ruminations. It is essential to have the most accurate 
knowledge possible of what the Bible says from an historical 
point of view. Progressive deepening of such knowledge can 
always serve to purify and enrich tradition . But what is 
merely historical remains ambiguous. It belongs to the realm 
of hypothesis, whose certainty is intellectual, not certainty by 
which to live. 26 To live by faith and die for faith is possible, 
only because the power of the living community, which it 
created and still creates, opens up the significance of history 
and renders it unequivocal, in a way that no amount of mere • 
reasoning could do. The two levels we are referring to can be 
well illustrated by a formula in the ARCIC documents . As 
the authors unfold their theological vision, they repeatedly 
use the phrase "we believe. " 27 If I understand them aright, 
what it actually means is ''it is our opinion": it is expressing 
the opinions of theologians. But it is only when "we believe" 

25 Cf. J . Ra1zinger, Das Fest des Glaubens, Einsieden 1981. 
lfi Cf. R. Spaemann , Die cltristliche Religion und dos Ende des 111odemen 

fJewusstseins, in !he in1erna1iona/ Catholic periodical Co111111unro 8 ( I 979) pp . 
25 I - 270, especially pp. 264 - 268 . 

27 To give just some e.xamples, though r he m ·aning of the word is perhaps 1101 
e.'Cac1/y rhe same in each case: M1111stry and Ordination (/973) 6: "we be/ie-..e"; 
Elucidation lo it (1979) 6, para . 2: "The Commission believes"; Co-Chairman's 
Preface ro Autltority in the Churclt (1976), para . 4: "we believe"; Authority in the 
Church I. 25 : "we believe" . I find ii difficult ro ;111swer rhe question as 10 1hc exact 
force of the claim made for rhe contexts, especially because for the actual reaching 
of rhe Church a terminology is used 1ha1 i~ .ery similar ro rhose expressio11s of the 
Comrnission in 1he aforementioned le:~ts. cf. e.g. Authority in the Church II, 27: 
"The we/fare of !he koino11ia does not require 1ha1 all the s1a1emen1s of 1hose who 
speak authoritarively on behalf of 1he Church should be considered perma11en1 
expression.~ of the lrulh. Bui si1ua1ions may occur where serious di visions of opinion 
on crucial i~sues or pastoral urgency call for more definitive judgement. Any such 
statement would be intended as an expression of the mind of !he Church . .. " . This 
inevirnbly gi ves rise to the question as 10 how the mind of rhe Church and faith of 
rhe Church re/are 10 each other, which means 1ha1 the respective levels of faith and 
rheology rnus1 be further clarified . 
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is _tr~?sformed from "this is our opinion" to "this is our 
fa Ith by what has been thought out theologically that it is 
caught up into the full life stream of the Church ; only in this 
way can unity be achieved . The task that lies before us is to 
find a way to effect this transition . The document from the 
Congregation for the Faith was intended as a contribution 
towards this . 

Conclusion-Prospect for the future 

This brings me to my conclusion. Perhaps what I have said • 
sound in places rather depressing. It may have given the 
impression that there are far more problems than signs of hope. 
But here too it is true that the problems belong to the realm of 
thought, the hopeful signs to the realm of life. The pope's visit 
was a clear indication of this: because it was a lived evenl, it was 
also a gesture of hope. Of course thought and life belong 
together; to separate them would destroy both . The hopes of all 
in our days have come from those who have lived the faith and 
suffered for it. Hope has directed thought along new ways and 
made unifying hermeneutics possible. In this sense Catholic 
theology can and must agree to the idea of reception. Unity can 
grow only if particular communities live out their faith with 
unity as their goal. There must always be interplay between f 
thought and Ii f e, ministry and community. Although at limes 
things have been held up, there is much that is hopeful, precisely 
with regard to the fundamental problem of the authority of 
living tradition and its central organs in the universal Church, 
and also in what concerns the intimate mutual relationship 
between the universal Church and each particular Church . The 
fact that most of the communities which were once national or 
state churclles have transcended the frontiers of countries and 
continents means that there is a new openness lo the meaning 
of "catholicity" in the original sense of the word. In the same 
way actual experience of lived ecclesial community has 
moderated exaggerated fundam entalist notions with regard to 
scripture and facilitated new understanding of the meaning ? f I 
tradition and of doctrinal authority on a sacramental basis. 
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I~ both _cases contact with the Orthodox Church has proved 
st imulating . The Eastern Church has enabled reformed 
C • . . 
ommunit1es to experience a form of Catholicity free from 

the bu~den of Western history; and on the other hand, thanks 
to theJr common structure, it has enabled the Catholic 
Church of the West to detect a number of its own 
exaggerations and prejudices and helped it to differentiate 
better bet ween what is essential to its character and what is 
merely accidental. Much is on the move, and the ARCIC 
papers are part of an endeavour to seize the opportunity of 
the moment, follow the way opened up for us and carry 
possibility through 10 actuality . No one can predict when 
convergence will end in unity, just as no one could have 
forseen the ways which have brought us so far. History shows 
us that a superficial unity -which jumps the gun without 
inward preparation through actual living could only prove 
harmful. Greater unity is really to be found in the fact that 
the separated communities are passionately seeking the truth 
together with the firm intention of imposing nothing which 
does not come from the Lord on the other party, and of 
losing nothing entrusted to us by him. In this \vay our lives 
advance towards each other because they are directed 
towards Christ . Perhaps institutional separation has some 
share in the significance of salvation history which St Paul 
attributes to the division between Israel and the 
Gentiles-namely that they should make ''each other 
envious", vying with each other in coming closer to the Lord 
(Rom ll : ll). 

As regards practical measures for the future progress of 
affairs between Anglicans and the Catholic Church, the Pope 
and Archbishop Runcie in their joint declaration at 
Canterbury on 29 May 1982 announced the next step to be 
taken : "We are agreed that it is now time to set up a new 
international Commission. Its task will be to continue the 
work already begun: to examine, especially in the light of our 
respective judgements 0 11 the Ji'nal report, the outstanding 
doctrinal differences which still separa te us, with a view 
towards their fin al resolution; to study all that hinders 
the murual recognition of the ministries of our Communions; 
and to recommend what practical steps will be necessary when, 
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on the basis of our unity in faith, we are able to proceed to the 
restoration off ull communion". 28 

That is a modest statement as well as a hopeful one. The task 
it sets before us cannot be accomplished by a commission alone; 
it needs the prayerful support of the whole Church, which in the 
last resort is always the inspiration of any hope of unity. 

POSTCRIPT 

I: REFLECTIONS ON THE DEBATE AROUSED 
BY MY ARTICLE • 

There was an extraordinary lively reaction to these reflections 
on the Anglican-Catholic dialogue that were first published in 
1983. They appeared in the recently founded journal Insight, 
and this devoted a whole issue to the debate. Among those 
taking part were such important representatives of the Church 
of England as Christopher Hill and the Bishop of London, 
Graham Leonard, while among Catholic contributors were 
Cecily Boulding O.P. , AJberic Stacpoole 0 .S.8 ., and Edward 
Yarnold S.J. Finally there was an impressive contribution from 
a representative of the Catholic wing of the Church of England, 
William Ledwich. 1 Jean Tillard O.P., one of the outstandin~ 
Catholic theologians on ARCIC, took the dialogue up in The 
Tablet , and a wealth of material was provided by the founder 
and editor of Insight, Martin Dudley. 2 

The debate focused on three key areas: the question of 

2
~ Acta Apostolicae Sed1J 74 ( 1982), 8, fl . 925. The above mentioned Edi1orial of 

Jre111ko11 (see nore 23) ll'he11 naming 1hc lirst rask signilicantly omits 1he phrase 
" especially in 1he light of our rcsrective judgements on the Final Report" ; it con1 radicted 
100 obviously the polarity suggested by the said article between 1he 1ext of tile 
Congrega1io11 of the Fai1h and 1he utlerances of the pope - not a very fair way of 
conveying information 10 rhe reader. 

1 AJI these co111ribu1io11s are to be found in /11s1ght: A Joumal f or Church and 
Co111111111111y, \OI. I no. 4, Dcccn1her 198), "Au1hori1 y - Tradi1ion - Unil y; The 
Resronse to Cardinal Ra1zingcr" . 

2 J. Tillard , " Dialogue wi1h Cardinal Ra11i11ger: Tradi1ion and Au1hon1 y" and 
"Chris1ian Communion··. in The Tablet, 7 and 1-4 .lanuary 1984. rri. 15-17 and 39 - 4. 
~lar11n Dudley, " \\',1 iti11g 0111lie Common Mind : Au1 hori1 y in Anglicanism". in One 111 
Christ , vol. 20 (1 984). 110. I. r,p. 62 - 77. 
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auth?rity . in the Church; tradition and tradit ions; and the 
:elallon~h1p between the local and the universal Church . l'vly 
impr~ssion was that the debate on the first of these subjects, the 
q~est1on of .authority, was the most productive. Christopher 
Hill emphasized that it would in fact be nonsense to suppose 
that the Church in the second millennium has lost its voice. He 
also established that ''tradition'' could not simply consist of bits 
and pieces that had been handed down . He saw the answer to 
this problem in the Lambeth Quadrilateral of 1888, which 
points to an internal inter-action of scripture, the creeds, the 
sacraments and the historic episcopate. In his view these in their 
mutual internal relationship guarantee both the link between the 
Church and its origin and the contemporary relevance of its 
voice. To see the present nature of the Word in its totality one 
would need to go further and understand this "quadrilateral" 
against the background of the consensus of the faithful, which 
for him expresses the participation of the whole Church in the 
li fe and continuity of the faith .J Martin Dudley went into even 
greater detail on this question. He carefully worked out the 
individual elements of the concept of authority from recent 
statements of the Anglican Communion in order then to 
evaluate their position theologically within the Christian 
ecumenical scene on the basis of the classical concept of the via 
media. In this Dudley went back to Newman's ideas before his 
conversion . According to these the Anglican via media would be 
represented as follows : Protestantism limited the external means 
(of making the word of God present) to the text of the bible, the 
interpretation of which was left to private judgement or simple 
reason . The Roman Church pushed reason, scripture and 
antiquity to one side and thus staked everything on the authority 
of the Church as it exists now. The Anglican Communion by 
contrast held reason, scripture, antiquity and catholicity in 
balance with an emphasis on the authority of antiquity,_ bu! 
where th is was silent on the voice of 1he present Church.J 
Dudley tllen for his part tries to fill out these somewhat 
sch em at ic ideas and at the same time to deepen them. For 

J Chrrs ropher Hill . " Rellec1io11 s 011 Cardi11:1I R:11 zing~r ·~ :1r1icle", in /11s1~/r1 , lac . 
ci1 .. pp . 5- IJ: 1he relerence ,~ 10 r - 12. 

• ~ Dudley, :1r1. ci1 .. p. 71 . 
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him, as for Christopher Hill, the interaction of a variety of 
factors is important. Authority is distributed among scripture, 
tradition, the creeds, the ministry of the word and the 
sacraments, the witness of the saints and the consensus 
fldelium, ''which is the continuing experience of the Holy Spirit 
through his faithful people in the Church". In Anglicanism we 
have what is a dispersed rather than a centralized authority, 
''having many elements which combine, interact with and check 
each other" . They are organized in a process of mutually 
supporting and checking each other5 and thus form a "system 
of checks and balances (in which) the truth of God makes itself 
known and accepted in a consensus or common mind" . 6 The 
system may seem complicated but is in fact very simple in its 
fundamental idea, the expression of God's multiform loving 
provision against the temptations to tyranny and the dangers of 
unchecked power. 1 

• A 

These important and pregnant statements are however 
powerfully confronted by the passionate questions raised by 
William Ledwich in his article "With Authority, not as the 
Scribes". Ledwich too traces a line from Newman to the 
present, but in contrast to Dudley he does not confine himself to 
Newman's attempt to defend the Anglican principle of the via 
media but puts the ·whole Tractarian dispute in relation to the 
struggles of the present day. It is impossible in a few lines to give 
an idea of the dramatic picture that emerges. I would therefore 
like briefly merely to indicate what I feel is the decisive point. In 
Newman's day every kind of interpretation of the Thirty-nine 
Articles was permitted except for an explicitly Catholic one.8 

Conversion became imperative for Newman once the Anglican 
hierarchy had explicitly rejected as unacceptable his attempt at a 
Catholic interpretation. 9 No doubt it is progress that in contrast 
today a Catholic interpretation has become possible. But in 
Ledwich's eyes this progress is very relative if one considers the 

5 Dudley, ar1. ci1., p. 77. 
6 Dudley, ar1. c11., p. 76. 
7 Dudley, arl. ci1., pp . 76 and 77 . 
R William Lcdwich. "Wi11t Autllori1y, not a~ the Scribes", /11si~Jr1, loc . cit ., pr. 

14 - 23 ; the reference i~ top. 16. (Translator's note: Rev . William Ledwich left 1hc 
Church of England in 1he summer of 1984 o, er the Bishop of Durham affair 10 join 
1he Orthodox Church .) 

9 Cf. C. S. Dessain, Jvl,11 H enry Nell'man , London, 1966, p. 75 . 
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mani~er i_n which Catholicism can now occupy a place within 
Anglica111sm: "That Catholicism is a party within Anglicanism 
n? one can realistically deny . . . But it remains true that Jesus 
dtd. not found a Catholic party in a cosmopolitan debating 
society, but a Catholic Church to which he promised the fulness 
of truth ... A body which reduces its catholics to a party within 
a religious parliament can hardly deserve to be called a branch 
of the Catholic Church, but a national religion, dominated by 
and structured on the principles of liberal tolerance, in which 
the authority of revelation is subordinate to democracy and 
private opinion. " 10 I do not presume lo give any judgement on 
this depiction. Certainly it would not be right to want to see in 
Ledwich the sole and final word on the Anglican Communion 
of today. But 'it would be equally wrong simply lo leave on one 
side as disruptive this voice marked by personal experience, by 
passion and by passionate love both for the Anglican Church 
and for Catholic truth . It remains that the debate has produced 
important exemplifications of detail and has illuminated the 
question of authority a good bit more. But it also remains that 
the problem has not been solved but continues to form the chief 
question of the Catholic-Anglican dialogue. However one may 
judge in detail Ledwich 's findings, it will be difficult to 
contradict his central contention. The question that is really at 
issue in the Church today has remained precisely the same as in 
the days of the Tractarians: the place of authority and the value 
of dogma as opposed to private judgement. 11 

II: T\VO FUNDAMENTAL ELEMENTS OF rvtODERN 
ECUMENICAL THEOLOGY AND THE PROBLEt\lS 

CONNECTED WITH THEM 

While the debate on authority in the Church was abundantly 
fruitful precisely in its differences, the outcome on the two other 
r,oinrs-lradition (traditions) and the relnrionship between the 
local and the universal Church-strikes me rather as me::igre. 
Much of what was said rests on misunderstandings, while much 

IO Ledwicli , arr. c11., p. ~l. 
II Ledw1ch, arl . cit., r . 17. 
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also overlooked the heart of the matter. What disappointed me 
above all was what was said in response lo my remarks about 
tradition. lt was not a question here of terminological quarrels, 
as could be deduced from the reactions. Rather I had 
maintained that lurking behind the new concept of tradition was 
the elimination of the question of truth . The difference between 
the Churches is reduced lo a difference of "traditions" 
(customs). This puts the ecumenical dispute on a completely 
new track : it is no longer man's great struggle for the truth but 
the search for compromise in the matter of tradition, for a 
balancing out of different customs. I had expected so large a 
claim to be bound to evoke a passionate debate: instead 1 was 
reminded that talk of "our traditions" had been customary­
ecumenical circles for some decades. Since for the past f orly 
years 1 have been trying to share in theological activity l was of 
course aware of this. This does not mean that I want to dispute 
that on these points some interesting and important things were 
said on matters of detail, but it would not seem to me 
appropriate to bother the reader with learned details of a 
controversy that is now already several years old. Instead I 
would like to choose a simpler and, I think, more fruitful way 
by trying, independently of the preceding debate, briefly to stale 
my position on two fundamental elements of ecumenical 
theology which are often presupposed without being questioned 
but which in reality contain a host of unsolved problems . 

• 
J. The "conciliarity" of the Church 

Today the model of the Church's "conciliarity" increasingly 
surfaces in order to clarify the relationship between the 
universal Church and the particular Church. From two points 
of view this strikes me as a mistake. In my book Das neue Volk 
Gotres l was able, on Ille basis of detailed philological analysis, 
to demonstrate the profound semantic and factual difference 
which in the language and thought of the early Church 
separated the concepts of communio and concilium from each 
other.'2 While communio can virtually act as an equivalent for 

• 12 Joseph Ratzinger , Das 11eue Volk Gones. Dusseldorf 1969, pp. 151 - 163 . 
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Church and indicates its essential nature, its mode of life and 
also its constitutional form, the same does not in any way 
apply to the concept concililun. In contrast to communion, to 
union in and with the body of Christ, council is not the act of 
Jiving of the Church itself but a particular and important act 
within it which has its own great but circumscribed 
significance but which can never express the life of the 
Church as a whole. To put it another way, the Church is not a 
council. A council happens in the Church but it is not the 
Church . A council serves the Church but not vice versa. From 
the point of view of the Fathers of the Church it is completely 
nonsensical and unthinkable to describe the whole Church as 
some kind of permanent council. A council discusses and 
decides but then comes to an end . The Church, however, is 
not there to discuss the gospel but to live it. Hence a council 
presupposes the constitution of the Church but is not itself 
that constitution. The idea of a perpetual conciliarity of the • 
Church as the basic form of its unity, of its existence as a 
unity, springs rather from the idea, to use Ledwich 's 
polemical description, of a "cosmopolitan debating 
society " 1J than from the thought of scripture and the Fathers. 

But even the inner idea of the council presupposed in the 
slogan of "conciliarity" is wrong. What is assumed here is 
that the council, the harmony of all the local Churches, is at 
the same time the only form of expression of the universal 
Church qua universal Church, its only constitutional organ. I 
have already pointed out in the preceding contribution on the 
Anglican-Catholic dialogue that one cannot see how under 
such conditions a universal council could come into being at 
all. The difficulties which the Eastern Church is facing on the 
road to a pan-Orthodox synod provide a quite concrete 
verification of this problem. In fact the Church of the Fathers 
never saw itself as a pure combination of particular Churches 
with equal rights. One can roughly distinguish in it three basic 
idea~ of the constitution of the universal Church, though 
admittedly these were slow to take on their specific forms and 
become separal ed from each other . The Eas t knew two 
fundamental models: one was the penta rchy, a fourth-

• 13 l(dwic/J, an . cit., p . 21. 
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century expansion of the three primatiaJ sees of the Council 
of Nicaea in which a foundation of Petrine theology was 
united with practical political aims. Rome and Antioch are 
Petrine sees: Alexandria in the shape of St Mark is also able 
to claim a Petrine origin for itself. If originally Jerusalem was 
excluded from the authoritative sees on the basis of the idea 
of its mission being translated to Rome, it now returns among 
their circle as the place of origin of the faith: at tile same time 
the recent translatio imperii from Rome to Constantinople, 
the imperial city on the Bosphorus, made it possible for the 
latter to be included among the primatial sees. The reference 
to Andrew then became a kind of theological variant of the. 
idea of translation and the idea included in it of che brotherly 
equality of the two cities . Be that as it may, the early 
episcopal Church was aware of itself against the background 
of the Petrine idea and its historical variations as a pentarchy t 
but not as a general conciliarity or as a "federation of love" 
(as sobornosl). 14 The mixed theological and political model of 
the pentarchy, which was not in any way seen as the fruit of 
mere historical accidents or political expediency, was then 
admittedly increasingly overlaid by the imperial model of the 
state Church in which the functions of the Petrine ministry 
devolve upon the emperor: the emperor becomes the actual 
executive organ of the universal Church. ,s In keeping with 
this the pentarchy in the Byzantine stale Church markedly 
regressed to become the monarchy of the Ecumenical• 
Patriarch . 1f we should regard this connection between the 
monarchy of the emperor and that of the Ecumenical 
Patriarch as a second model, then finally the idea of the 
succession of Peter at Rome-in no way restri cted to the city 
itself and its immediate sphere of influence-must be classed 
as the third model. For this model the single successor of 
Peter, the bishop of Rome, is the properly biblically based 
executive organ of the universal Church, without at first the 
pentarchy and the position of the emperor being seen as 
totally incompatible with it. 

14 Cf. E. von lvanka, Rhomderre,ch 1111d Co11es1·0/k, Freiburg/ Munich 1968 , p. 
146. • 

15 Cf. the examples in A. Grill111eier, Mit ,!1111 1111d in ,/1111 . Christologische 
Forsch1111ge111111d Perspek111·en, f-reihurg 1975, pp . 386 - 419 , especiall y p. 407 . 
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NI~ _co_ncl~sion from the whole of this is that the model of 
co~,c~ltar_Jty is unsuitable for the oneness of the universal 
C: u, ch tn and from the particular Churches and should be 
give~ . up . The dialogue should be conducted much more 
explicttly against the background of the actual history of the 
Church and the experiences it has undergone, as Meyendorff 
!ms_ expressly indicated. 16 Then my conviction is that the 
indispensability of the Petrine principle would come to light 
and at the same time we would also see the breadth of its 
possible forms of realization. 

2. Traditionibus or sola scriptura? A new ecumenical 
formal principle 

Anyone who reads attentively the ever growing number of 
ecumenical agreed statements gets ever more clearly the 
impression that the classic criterion of sofa scriptura is hardly 
ever still applied but that in place of this a new formal 
principle seems to be developing that I would tentatively like 
to describe by the label traditionibus. This seems to me to be 
most clearly the case in what is called the Lima text on 
Baptism, Eucharist, TYlinistry, which appeared in I 982. What 
is meant by this? The impression arises that scripture-torn 
to pieces by the disputes of different confessions and 
different exegetes-is regarded as too insecure for one really 
to be able to base oneself on it. But what is available are the 
"traditions", i.e. the actual forms of Christian life in which 
individual confessions live . These are "traditions". This 
factual datum thus becomes the starting-point and also the 
inner standard of the ecumenical dialogue. The "traditions" 
are there, and because they are there one must come to terms 
with them. Ecumenical irenism excludes simply rejecting 
actual historical interpretations of Christianity . Tile effort 
must rather be directed at bringing them into a relationship of 
amicable tolerance. In t!Jis it is completely unimportant to 
ask when and how a tradition arose. The fact that it could 
and can sustain Church life gives it its right in the ecumenical 

16 See noie JS (f) . 77) 10 1he preceding essay on "J\nglica11 -Ca1holic Dialogue" . 
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quest. Thus whal is faclual-the existence and persistence of 
a practice-oblains a hilherlo unknown weight. 

A few examples may make this clear. In Africa, we are told 
by BEM (lhe Lima document) , there are communities which 
baplize only by the laying on of hands, without water .17 The 
consequence? One must study the relat ionship of this practice 
to baptism with water . In some "traditions" it is the custom 
to give children merely a blessing in order to link them to the 
Church : only when they can make a confession of faith 
themselves are they baptized . Other communities baptize 
their children, who. then later, when they are mature enough, 
make their own confession of faith. What should one do? See 
both "traditions" as fundamentally of the same kind. Some 
Churches have started ordaining women while others refuse 
to do so. What follows from this? The blessing that clearly • 
lies on the ordination of women also justifies it, but not 
everyone has to adopt it. The sacramental understanding of 
the ministry in the threefold form of diaconate, presbyterate 
and episcopate is ancient and proper to the entire Catholic 
form of the Church. In general it is not recognized by the 
Churches of the Reformation . What should one do? The 
Churches of the Reformation should seriously consider 
entering the form of ministry of the apostolic succession, but 
at the same time both forms of ministry should be recognized 
as completely valid, and entry into the sacramental ministry 
should take place in a non-sacramental form, for example by 
means of a certificate . These examples may suffice to make 
clear the nature of the new formal principle: "traditions" are • 
simply to be accepted as such at first ; they are the reality with 
which the ecumenical scene has to deal. The task of 
ecumenical dialogue is then to seek fairly the necessary 
compromises bet ween the different traditions, compromises 
that do not destroy anyone's identity but make it possible for 
everyone to recognize each other. 

This is no longer Luther's or Calvin's princi pie of 
scripture; we do not have to waste any words over that. But it 

17 BE M, Bap1i sm , Comrnen1 ary 2 Jb . In view of Ilic ease wi1h which they can be 
!racked down 1here is no need 10 li q indiv idually lhe references 10 the various 
instances quoted . 
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is also something quite other than the Catholic (or Orthodox) 
principle of tradition. In the latter it was a case of "apostolic 
traditions" which were "of divine right"; in other words, 
traditions which rested on revelation without their being 
explicitly recorded as such in scripture. Purely "human 
traditions", the existence of which nobody disputed, could 
demand respect but could not be brought up to the level of 
revelation. Today, however, the crisis of exegesis seems to 
mean that the idea of a real origin from Jesus (institution) 
and thus of a real quality of relevation has become so 
uncertain that recourse is hardly still had to it. What is certain 
are the "traditions", and now it no longer counts for very 
much whether they arose in the first, in the tenth, in the 
sixteenth or in the twentieth century, nor in what way they 
arose. Once again we must be cautious about making a 
judgement. Even classic doctrine had established that even in 
scripture there were traditions that could be purely of human 
right (for example the obligation on women to cover their 
heads) and that on the other hand what had belonged to the 
essential nature of the whole from the start without having 
been stated explicitly could become visible in the living 
tradition of the Church as the agent of tradition . But in this 
there always remained the requirement that this kind of 
context of development must exist and thus an inner 
connection with the origin and that to this extent a certain 
justification in the light of the original sources was needed. 
But where the common agent of tradition disappears, the idea 
of development thereby becomes untenable and actual 
traditions become the sole bearers of Christian reality, one 
finds oneself on a different plane which is neither that of the 
Reformers nor that of the Catholic Church. 

This kind of openness 10 factual data certainly has its 
positive side. Old prejudices lose their power; a new 
impartiality arises that is able lo see and to understand 
others ' icieas. So in the event realizations became possible 
that could only with difficulty have been imagined under the 
domination of the old princirles. In this climate precious 
rapprochements have succeeded precisely in the concept of 
ministry and in th e understanding of sacrifice, two 
apparently insuperable focuses of controversy. To this extent 
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one can grant this principle a heuristic intermediate function 
that is helpful. But in no way can it or should it mean 
anything more. For if one were to agree completely on 
regarding all the different confessions simply as traditions, 
then one would have cut oneself completely loose from the 
question of truth, and theology would now be merely a form 
of diplomacy, of politics. Our quarrelling ancestors were in 
reality much closer to each other when in all their disputes 
they still knew that they could only be servants of one truth 
which must be acknowledged as being as great and as pure as 
it has been intended for us by God. 18 

Anyone who wants to see in these remarks an attack on 
recent ecumenical work has understood nothing of what I am 
concerned about. What has been achieved in the way of 
agreements is precious and must not be lost but must be 
deepened and extended . But we must see to it that in this we, 
do not silently make ourselves the absolute rulers of our faith 
and th us by pressing on thoughtlessly destroy the living thing 
that we cannot create but can only cherish . It is good that the 
traditions have entered into the ecumenical scene. But if we 
cannot link them with scripture in a single principle we have 
lost the ground from under our feet. Every hope bears its own 
danger within it. It only remains hope if we do not refuse to 
face up to the danger. 

1~ I refrai11 from atlding here a1101hcr serara1e section on the local Church and 1he 
universal Church : 1he mo ~I imr,or1an1 aspecl of 1hi~ is at le:1~1 hin1 ed al in 1he firs! 
parr of this book . I should aim refer 101he sec1ion "Kommun1on - Konununi1a1 -
Sendung" in my book Sclia11e11 011/ den D11rchho/1rte11, E111siedel11 1984, pp . 60 - 84 . 
It v.ould also be impor1a111 10 lake more notice once ;igain of 1he importanl 
e.xegerical work of recenl dec:ides . To ci1e just one example, I refer 10 0 . Michel's 
book 1ha1 apreared in expanded form in 1983, Das Ze11,:,1is des Ne11e11 Testamentes 
von der Ge111e111de, and reca ll H. Sch lier's major comme111ary on Ephesians 
( Dt.i sseldorf 2 I 958) . 
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