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AUTHORITY IN THZ CHURCH: AN ZLUCIDATICM

l, Comments and Criticisms

after the publication of the Venice Statement on juthority in the Crurch

the Commignion received comments and ceriticiscsy, Some of thu quostions
raized, such as the raequest for a clarification of the relation betwesn

infallibility and indefectibility, find an answer in the secord Statement on

rathority. ainother question, concerning cur understanding of koinonin, is

answered in the Intrcduction, where we show how the concopt underlies all
oux Statements,

Bohind many renctions to the Statczment is & degreo of uneasiness as
to whotner sufficient attontion is paid to the primary authority of Seripture,
with the result that certain develogments are given an authority comparable
to that of Sceripturc.

Serious questions have also boon asked nbout councilas ard reception ond
some commentators have claimed that what the Statement says about the
protection of an ecumcnical council from error is in conflict with article
%4 of the iAnglican Thirty Yine irticles of Religion,

It has been guggested that the treatment of the place and authority of
the laity in the Church is inadequate. There have also been requests for &

clarification of the nature of ministerial authority and of juriadiction.

Some questions have been asked about the status of regional primacies =

hose
for oxample, the patriarchal office a8 exercised in the Eastern Churches

Finally, a recurring question has been whether the Comminsion is
suggesting that a universal primacy is a theological nccessity sinply
becausée one has oxisted or been clajmed,

In what follows the Commission attempts to address itsell to thesé

problems and to elucidate the Statement as it bears on each of thanm.

In seeking to answer the criticisns that have been ruceived wo have



",

sometimes thought it necessary to g0 further and to clucidate the basie {ssues

that underlfe them. In 2ll that we 8oy wo take for granted two fundamental

principles - that Christian faith depends on divine revolation and that tho
Holy Spirit guides the Church in the understanding and transmiegion of
¥revealed truth,

2. The Flace of Scripture

Qur documents have been eriticised for failing to give an adequate
account of the primary authority of Soripture in the Church, therodby making
it possible for us to treat certain developments as possessing an authority
coaparabl= to that of Scripture itself. Our description of 'the inspired
documznts.., .28 2 nomative record of the authentic foundation of the faith!'
(para.?) has baen felt to be an inndequate statement of the truth,

The baeis of our approach to Seripture is the affirmation that Christ is
God's final word to man = his ctornal Word made flesh, He is the culaination
of the diverse ways in which God has spoken since the beginning (Hebrews 11l=3).
In him God's saving and revealing purpose is fully and definitively realised,

Tre patriarchs and the prophets received and spoke the word of God in the
Spirit, By the power of the same Spirit the Word of God became flesh and
acesmplished his ministry. At Puntecost the sane Spirit was given to the

disciples toc cmable them to recall ~nd interprot what Josus did and taucht,

and 00 to proclaim the Goapel in truth and power.

The person and work of Jesus Christ, preached by the apostles and set

forth and interpreted in the New Mestament writings, through the inspiration

of the Holy Spirit, are the primary norm for Christian faith and life. Jesus,

as the Word of God, sums up in himself the whole of God's self~disclosuree

The Church's essential task, therefore, in the oxercise of its teaching

of
office, is to unfold the full extent and implications of the mystery

Christ, under the guidance of the Spirit of the risen Loxd.

No endeavour of the Church to express the truth can add to the

1
revelation already given. Moreover, since the Seriptures arc the uniquely
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inopired witness to divine rovolation, the Church'

8 oxprossion of that

revelation must be testod by its consonance with Scripture, Thiaz dogs not

mean sinmply repeating the words of Seripture, but also both dolving into

their deoper significance and unravelling thoir implications for Christian

belief and practice, It is inmpossible to do this without resorting to

current langunge and thought. Consoquently the teaching of the Church will
often be expressed in worda that are difforent from the originnl text of
Scripture without being alien to its meaning. Feor instance at the first
veumenical council the Church felt constrained to speak of tho Son of God
as 'of once subastance with the Pathor! in order to expound the myntery of
Christ. What was understood by the_/t'%? one substance' at this tirme was
bolicved to cxpress the content of Christian faith concexning Christ, aven
though the netunl tern is never used in the apostolic writings. This
combination of permanence in the revenled truth and continuous exploration
of its meaning i what is meant by Christion tradition. Seme of the
results of this reflection, which bear upon cssentinl matters of faith,

have come to be recognised as the authentle exproasion of Christian dectrine

and therefore part of the 'deposit of faith'.

Tradition has been viewed in different ways. One approach is primarily
concerned never to go beyond the bounds of Seripture, Under the guidance
of the Spirit undiscovered riches and truths are sought in the Scriptures
1. order to illuminate the faith according to the needs of each generation.
This is not alavery to the text of Scripture. It is an unfolding of the

riches of the original revelation. inothor approach, while different,

the
does not naceasarily contradict the former., In the conviction that the

h
Holy Spirit is seeking to guide the Church into the fulness of truth,

to
it draws upon everything in human experience and thought which will give

assion and widest application.
g word frem Age

the content of the revelation its fullest expre

T
It is primarily concerned with the growth of the geed of God

This does not imply any denial of the uniqueness of the

e two attitudes contain differin
ases the Church is geoki

to age.
revelation. Because thee

conflict may arise, even though in both ¢

g emphascs,

ng the
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fulness of vovelation, The sc¢al upon the truthfulness of the conclusiona

that result from this search will be the reception by the whole Church,

einco neither approach is immune from the posoidbility of error,
3« Ccuncils and Reception

The Commisoion has been said to contradict ixticle XXI of the Thirty
Nine Articles of Religion in its affirmation that the decisions of what have

traditionally been cnlled ¢cwsonical councils 'exclude what ig oerronecus’,

The Commission is very far from implying that general councils cannot err
and is well aware that they ‘sometines have erred'; for exanple the

Councila of Ariminum and of Seleucina of 359 AD.  Article XXI in fact ~ffiras
that general councils have authority only when their judgements 'may be
declared that they be taken cut of Holy Seripture'. Accoxrding to the
argument of the Venice Statement also only thosc judgements of general
councils nre guaranteed to 'exclude what is erroneoua' or are 'protected
from error' which have as their content ' fundarental matters of faith!,
which 'formulate the central truths of gnlvation' and which are 'faithful

to Scripturc and consiatent with Tradition’. "They do not add to the

truth but, although not exhaustive, they clarify the Chuxch's understanding

of it (para.l9).
The Commission has also been asked to say shether reception by the

i the
whole people of God is part of the process which gives authority to

decisions of ecumenical councils.

< Wled )
By 'reception' we mean the fact that the people of God ackn ge

the apostolie
such a decision or statement becauade thoy recognisc in it the apo

petween what is
faith. They accept it because they discern a hammony be

sengus 2 2l h, A8 o0
sed to them and the sensus fidelium of the whole Churc
L has buen received by the Church

example, the creed which we call Nicene

g fulfilled the neces

sary conditiond for it to be

such ision ha
that a dec In this acceptance the whole Church 18

e faith.
a true expression of th et and respones (of .para 6)«

involved in a continuous process of disc
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The Commission thoroforo aveids two extreme positions. On the one hand
it rejects the view that a definftion has no authority until it is accoepted

by the whole Church or even derives its authority solely from that acecptance,
squally, the Commission denios that & council is eo evidontly zelf-sufficiont

that its definitions owe nothing to reception.

4 Tho Placo of tho Lafty

The Commission hao been accused of an over-cmphasis upon the oxdained
mdnistry to the reglect of the 1aity.

In guarding and developing com=union, overy member has a part to play.
Baptiam gives everyone in tho Church the right, and consequently the ability,
to carry out his particular function in the body. The recognition of this
fundamental richt is of great importance. In diffexent ways, oven if
acmetires hesitantly, our two churches have sought to integrate in decision
making thos: who aw¢ not ordained.

The reason why the Statement spoke at length about the structure and
the ocxercise of the nuthority of the ordained ministry was that this was the
area where most difficulties appeared to exist. There was no devaluing of
the proper and active role of the laity, PFor instance, we spid that the
Holy Spirit gives to soné individuals and commnities special gifts for the
benefit of the Church (para.5), that all the members of the Chuxch share in
the discovery of God's will (para.6), that the is a vital
element in the comprehension of God's truth (para.18), and that all bear
witness to Cod's compasaion for mankind and his concorn for justice in the

world (Ministry and Ordination 7).

5. [The ;mthorigx of the Ea.ined Miniatry

We have been asked to clarify the meaning of wha
d not use. Horo wo are

¢ gome of our eritios

call 1hierarchical authority' - an expression we di t
, structure
dealing with a form of authority vhich is inherent in the visible 8

oxd
£ the Church By this we mean the authority attached to those
: : to
e Holy Spirit gives to cach persoen power

episcope in the Church. To
—————

afned to ex=
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those exoreising opiascope recoive the grace approprinte to thoir ealling
and those for whom it 10 oxoreiscd st recognine and accopt thoir God=

givon authority,

Both Anglicana and Roman Catholicas, however, have eriticized the

emphasia we placod on o bishop's authority in certnin elrocumstancon to

require complinncoe,

The apecific ovoroight of the ordnined ninistry ia oxercisoed nnd
ncknowlodgod whon 2 minister prenches the Goapel, presiden st the Euchariast
and secks e pastor to lend tho community truly to discorn God's Word and ito
relovianece to thoelr liveas. Whon thie responsibility laid upon n bizhop (or
othor ordained miniater under the direction of n bishop) required him to
deelare o porson to be in error in respect of doctrine or conduct, aven to

the point of exclusion from oucharistic comsunion, ho is acting for the

the
sake of/in;,\.-gri ty of the community's fnith and 1ife. Both our communionsn

have always rocognized this need for diveiplinnry action on excoptional
occasions ag part of the authority given by Christ to hio miniatera, howover

difficult it may be in practice to take such action. Thio is what we meant

by saying that the bishop 'ean roquire the compliance noeceasanry to maintain

faith and charity in its daily 1ifo' (para.%). At tho same time the

authority of the ordained minister is not held in {aolation, but is ahnrod

A r'
with othor ministers and the rest of thu commnity. All the miniuvters,

it
whatever their role in the body of Chriat, are involved in responoibility

for presorving the integrity of the community.

6. Jurisdiction
4 for clarification on two mattora.
We undoratand Jnrludicuon

Critics have nvke

Pirst, what do we mean by juriadiouon?

th
as the nuthority or power (mtoataa) necesoary for
are detoxmined by whot

o offective fulfilment
thnt office

of an office. Ita exercise and limits

involves (of.puthority in the Church 11, 15-21).

h
In both our commnions we find dioceses comprising A pupber of parlshud,

! \'l Jl‘ intum-lti()n‘\l lOVUl.

—4_
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411 of theso are under the oversight of a special o

iscope exercised by

mini
sters with a shared responaibility for the overall care of the Chureh
‘s

Every form of jurisdiction givoen to thoseo exercising such an gpiacopo is
to sexve ond strengthen both the koinonia in the community and that betwean
different Christian communities.

Secondly it has been questioned whether wo imply that jurisdiction

attached to different levels of episcope - even within the same order of

rinistry = is always to be excreised in an identical way. Critics give

the example of the relation and possible conflict between metropolitans

and lecal bishops, We belicve that the problem is not bdbasically that of
jurisdiction but of the complementarity and harmonious working of these
differing forms of episcope in the one body of Christ. Juriasdiction, being
the power necessary for the fulfilment of an office, varicas accoxding to
the specific functions of each form of episcope. That is why the use of
this juridical vocabulary docs not mean that wo attribute to all those

exercising episcope at different levels exactly the same canonical power

(of.suthority in the Church II, 15).

7. Regionnl Primacy

Concern has been voiced that the Commission's treatment of regional

primacy is inadequate. ID particular, reference has been made to the

ancient tradition of patriarchates.

The Commission did not ignore this tradition in its treatment of the
origins of primacy (cf.para.10). It avoided specific terms such as
'Metropolitan® and 'Patriarch', but in speaking of bishops with a apecial
responsibility of oversight in their regions, the Commission intended to

point to the reality behind the historical terms used for this form of

episcopal co-responsibility in both east and west. It also pointed to the

contemporary development and importance of new forms of regicnal primacy

the elective presidencies of Roman Catholic

in both our traditions, ©.8.
Anglicnn Communions

episcopal conferences and certain elective primacies in the



8+ Primacy ond Eistory

It h=os bes
en alleged that tho Coammission commends the primacy of the

Roman i
See solely on the basis of higtory. But the Commission's argument

is more than histoerical (ef.para.23).

According to Christian dectrine the unity in txuth of the Christion

sonand ¢ i :
commnity demands visible expression., We agree that such visible expressicn

{5 the will of God and that the maintenance of visible unity at the universal
level ineludes the episcope of a universal primate. This is 2 doctrinal
statement. But the way gpiscope is realised concretely in ecclesial life
(the balance fluctuating betweon coneiliarity and primacy) will depend upon
contingent historical factors and wpon development under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit.

Though it is possible to conceive & universal primacy located elsewhere
than in the city of Reme, the original witness of Peter ond Poul and the
continuing exsrcise of 2 universal gpiscope by the See of Rome present a

unique pregumption in its favour (cf.suthority in the Cnurch II, 5£f).

Therefore, while 10 locate = universal primacy in the Sce of Rome is an
affirmation at 2 ajfferent level from the assertion of the necessity for a

universal primncy, it cannot be aissociated from the providential action

of the Holy Spirit.

The design of Cod through the Holy Spirit has, we believe, been to
preserve at once the fruitful diversity within the koinonia of local
churches and the unity in easentials which must mark the universal koinonia.
The history of our geparation has underlined and continues to underline the
necessity for this proper theological balance, which has often been
distorted or destroyed by human failings or otheT historical factors
(cf.paras22).

The Commission does not therefore say that what has evolwed
historically or what ia currently practised by the Roman See i8 necess=arily

normatives it maintains only that visidle unity that requires the
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realisation of a "gemnoral pattern of the complementary primatinl and

conciliar aspects of episcope' in the service of the universal ‘koinonia

of the Churches'. Indeed much /nglican objection has deen directed against

the manner of the exercise and particular claims of the Roman primacy rather
than against universal primacy as such.

anglicanism has never rejected the principle and practice of primacy.
New reflaction upon it has been stimulated by the evolving role of the
Archbighop of Canterbury within the anglican Communion. The development
of thiz form of primacy arosc precisely from the nead for o gervice of
unity in the faith in n expanding communion of churches. It finds
expression in the Lanbeth Conference convoked by successive Archbishops of
Canterbury which originated with the request from two provinces for guidance
in a matter of faith. This illustrates a particular relationship between
econciliarity and primacy in the /nglican Corrunion.

Tre Commigsion has already peinted to the poasibilities of matual
benefit and reform which should arise from 2 shared recognition of one
aniversal primacy which does not inhibit conciliarity - 2 tprospect (which)

should be met with faith, nok fear' (Co-Chairmen's Preface). inglicans

gometimes fear the prospect of over-centralization, Roman Catholics the

prospect of doetrinal incoherence. Faith, banishing fear, might see

he
aimply the prospect of the right balance between a primacy serving t

unity and 2 coneiliarity maintaining the just diversity of the koinoniz

of all the churchese.




