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Papal Primac/ 
Converging Viewpoints 

Not long ago the papacy was 
considered the greatest obstacle to Christian 
unity. Now divided Christians are • even 
finding tW.IYS to approach this problem. Since 
late 1970, the national level Lutheran
Roman Catholic dialogue group in the United 
States has been exploring the topic of papal 
primacy. On March 4 the group released 
a major statement revealing their 
accomplishments-and asking their 
respective churches at large just how ready 
they now are to push for "reconciliation." 
The Lutheran and Roman Catholic 
theologians had earlier achieved considerable 
agreement on the topic of ministry. Their 
statement on papal primacy seems to be 
influenced by that earlier agreement. Papal 
primacy is examined as a form of ministry 
which has church unity as a goal. The 
theologians have not reached total agreement 
~ the topic of papacy. For example, they 
have not yet dealt with the question of 
infallibility, nor have they "adequately 
explored to what extent the existing forms of 
the papal office are open to change in the 
future." But they have agreed that a special 
responsibility for promoting the church's 
unity "may be entrusted to one individual 
minister" and "such a responsibility for the 
universal church cannot be ruled out on the 
basis of the biblical evidence." There is 
growing atW.1reness among Lutherans of the 
necessity of a specific ministry serving the 
church's unity and universal mission, and 
Catholics increasingly see the need for a more 
nuanced understanding of the role of the 
papacy within the universal church. the 
theologians state. "Lutherans and Catholics 

-

can now begin to envision possibilities of 
concord and to hope for solutions to problems 
that have previously seemed insoluble." On 
the following pages, "Origins" presents 
complete documentation on the new 
Lutheran-Catholic statement. Part I, 
beginning here, is the joint declaration. 

In the discussions conducted 
in the United States between Roman 
Catholic and Lutheran theologians, 
we have found broad areas of 
agreement on the Nicene Creed and 
the christological center of the faith 
as well as on baptism, the eucharist, 
and the ministry of word and 
sacrament. 1 In the most recent 
sessions of our dialogue, we have 
moved to the problems of how that 
ministry might best nurture and 
express the unity of the universal 
church for the sake of its mission in 
the world. It is within this context that 
we have considered papal primacy. 

Visible unity in the church has 
from earliest times been served by 
several forms of the ministry. Some of 
these forms, such as that exercised in 
the ecumenical councils,2 have not 
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en the subject of major disputes between 
tholics and Lutherans. By"contrast the role of 

the papacy has been the subject of intense 
. .::ontroversy, which has generated theological 
disagreements, organizational differences, and 
psychological antagonisms. 

In discussing the papacy as a ·form of 
ministry within the universal church we have 
limited ourselves to the question of papal 
primacy. No attempt has been made to enter 
into the problem of papal infallibility. While 
this issue must be faced in the discussions 
between our churches, we believe that this 
limitation of the scope of our present discussion 
is justified, since papal primacy was a doctrinal 
issue long before papal infallibility became a 
major problem. 

In these sessions, we have once again 
found common ground. There is a growing 
awareness among Lutherans of the necessity of a 
specific ministry to serve the church's unity and 
universal mission, while Catholics increasingly 
see the need for a more nuanced understanding 
of the role of the papacy within the universal 
church. Lutherans and Catholics can now begin 
to envision possibilities of concord, and to hope 
for solutions to problems that have previously 
seemed insoluble. We believe that God is 
calling ·our churches to draw closer together, 
and it is our prayer that this joint statement on 
papal primacy may make some contribution to 
that end. 

I. The Settina of the Problem 

(I} The church as reconciled and 
reconciling community cannot serve God's 
purpose in the world as it should when its own 
life is torn by divisions and disagreements. The 
members of the church, wherever they are 
found, are part of a single people, the one body 
of Christ, whose mission is to be an anticipatory 
and efficacious sign of the final unification of 
all things when God will be all in all. In order 
to bear credible witness to this coming 
kingdom, the various Christian bodies must 
mutually assist and correct each other and must 
collaborate in all matters which concern the 
mission and welfare of the church universal. 
Even within the same Christian communion, 
local churches or units must be related to the 
church universal, so that pluralism and 
pluriformity do not undermine oneness, and 
unity and uniformity do not destroy a desirable 
diversity. 

(2) As we Lutheran and Roman Catholic 
theologians turned in our discussions to the 
need for visible unity in the church universal, 
we were assisted by the fundamental accord 

l 
stated in an earlier report on the doctrine of 
ministry. We there agreed that, by the will of 
God I) the general ministry of proclaiming the 
gospel devolves upon the whole people of God, 
and 2) "the ministry of word and sacrament" 
serves to unify and order the church for its 

mission in and to the wc,rld.3 
Our previous discussions had centered 

on the service rendered to the local 
communities by the ministry. Now we focus on 
the unifying and ordering function of this 
ministry in relation to the universal church-on 
how a particular form of this ministry, i.e., the 
papacy, has served the unity of the universal 
church in the past and how it may serve it in the 
future. 

(3) Catholics and Lutherans have in part 
recognized and employed similar means for 
fostering the unity of the universal church. 
Christians of the various communities have 
been bound together by one baptism and by 
their acceptance of the inspired scriptures. 
Liturgies, creeds·, and confessions have also 
been unifying factors. For both traditions the 
councils of the church have had a significant 
unifying role. The Reformers affirmed the value 
of councils; and this has been implicitly 
acknowledged in a different form by most 
contemporary Lutheran churches through their 
formation of the Lutheran World Federation 
and, on a wider scale, by participation in the 
World Council of Churches. On the Catholic 
side, the importance of the conciliar principle 
has been reasserted by Vatican II in its exercise 
of conciliar functions, as well as in its emphasis 
on the collegial structure of the church. 

(4) Precisely because large areas of 
agreement exist on such means of unifying the 
church, we have focused our attention in this 
discussion on another unifying factor on which 
there has been disagreement, namely, the role of 
particular persons, offices, or officeholders in 
exercising responsibility for the unity of the 
universal church. In describing this specific 
ministry and its exercise by a person we were 
naturally drawn, in the light of centuries of 
development, to the image of Peter.• 

Among the companions of Jesus, he is 
given the greatest prominence in the New 
Testament accounts of the origins of the church. 
He is spoken of in the gospels in terms relating 
him to the founding of the church, to 
strengthening his brethren, to feeding the sheep 
of Christ. He is a prominent figure in some of 
the Pauline letters, in Acts, and for two of the 
Catholic epistles-a fact which suggests that he 
was associated with a wide-ranging ministry. 

Subsequent church history made him the 
image of a pastor caring for the universal 
church. And so; although we arc aware of the 
danger of attributing to the church in New 
Testament times a modern style or model of 
universality, we have found it appropriate to 
speak of a "Petrine function," using this term to 
describe a particulllr form of ministry exercised 
by a person, office-holder, or local clu4rch with 
reference to the church as a whole. This Petrinc 
function of the ministry serves to promote or 
preserve the oneness of the church by 
symbolizing unity, and by facilitating 
communication, mutual assistance or 

QUOTE FROM A RECENT 
TEXT Of CURRENT 
INTEREST: 

•• ... The commission's 
aim has been lo see 
whel her ii is possible 
lo "find a way of ad
vancing together be-
yond lhe doctrinal 
disagreements of lhe 
pasf lo a poinl where 
lhese doctrines' will 
no longer constitute 
an obstacle lo the 
unity we seek.' Its 
method has been 10 re
examine these ques-
tions in the lighl bolh 
of • biblical teaching 
and the tradition of 
our common inheri-
tance' and of 'the de
velopment of the 
thinking in our two 
communions' about them. 
Within such a study, 
lhe members of the 
commission have also 
asked themselves and 
each other, What is our 
faith on this poinll 
Whal is our under
standing of this doc· 
trinel By asking and 
answering such ques-
tions ii has proved 
possible for the com• 
mission lo discover 
'a convergence of tes
timonies; and 10 ex
press in its agreed 
statements a true con
sensus 'on essential 
mauers where it con· 
siders that doctrine 
admits no diver
gence."' 
(This quote discussing 
how another dialogue 
group sought to make 
progress on a diffi-
cult ecumenical point 
is taken from a com
mentary on the Canter• 
bury Statement by Colin 
Davey, Secretuy of 
the Anglican delegation 
to the international 
Anglican-Catholic 
Commission. The Can
terbury Slatemenl, 
published last Decem
ber is that Commis
sion·s agreed slate
menl on ministry. 
See Colin Davy's Com
mentary in " Origins," 
current volume, on 
pp. 405ff.) 
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fhl' followinK , 1.11,•
rrwnt on lht• ~i~nil1· 
r JrKc of lhP LulhPrJn
Catholic work on lhc 
topic of lhe papacy 
was released March 5 
by F.i1her John Holc h
kin direclor of the 
U.S. bishops; ecumen
ical secretariat: 
" The lutheran-Ca1ho
lic Consultation was 
the first Catholic
Protestant dialogue 
initiated at a national 
level, and now is the 
first ecumenical 
group to issue a state
ment on the ministry 
of the pope in the 
church. 

" This is a landmark 
report in the ecumen
ical movement. The 
scholarly research 
which underlies this 
statement puts a new 
foundation under future 
dialogue between 
Catholics and others on 
the papacy. 

" What is most strik
ing is the marked 
change of attitude 
the statement conveys. 
Far from holding 
back, the Lutheran 
par1icipan1s reveal a 
real Christ ian con-
cern for the emer-
gence of a renewed pa
pacy, and Catholics 
show an equal concern 
that in the future the 
papacy may come to be 
a source of support 
or service lo the Lu
theran churches with
out infringing on 
their heritage and 
proper self-direclion." 

588 

correction. and collaboration in the church's 
mission. 

(5) Such a Petrine function has heen 
exercised in some degree by various office
holders, for example hy bishops. patriarchs, and 
church presidents. However, the single most 
notable representative of this ministry toward 
the church universal, both in duration and 
geographical scope, has been the bishop of 
Rome. 

The Reformers did not totally reject all 
aspects of the papal expression of the Petrine 
function, but rather what they regarded as its 
abuses. They hoped for a reform of the papacy 
precisely in order to preserve the unity of the 
church. Melanchthon held that "for the sake of 
peace and general unity among Christians" a 
superiority over other bishops could be 
conceded to the pope.5 For many years 
Lutherans hoped for an ecumenical council that 
would reform the papacy. They continued to 
concede to the pope all the legitimate spiritual 
powers of a bishop in his diocese, in this case, 
Rome. They even granted the propriety of his 
exercising a larger jurisdiction by human right 
over communities that had by their own will 
placed themselves under him.6 

11. lbe ·~ 

(6) Nevertheless, the pope's claims to 
primacy and his exercise of it have occasioned 
violent disagreements. Lutherans and others 
have even gone so far as to call the papacy 
"antichrist." 

The disputes have centered, first, on the 
question whether the papacy is biblically 
warranted. Roman Catholics have read the New 
Testament as indicating that Jesus conferred on 
Peter a unique role of leadership in the whole 
church for all times and in this sense provided 
for successors in the Petrine function , the 
bishops of Rome. In this view, the papacy has 
remained substantially the same through 
succeeding centuries, all changes being 
accidental. 

Lutherans, in contrast, have minimized 
Peter's role in the early church and denied that 
this role continued in the church in later 
periods or that the Roman bishops could be 
considered his successors in any theologically 
significant sense. 

(7) Closely linked to this historical question 
regarding the institution of the papacy by Christ 
is the theological issue whether the papacy is a 
matter of divine law (ius divinum).1 Roman 
Catholics have affirmed that it is and 
consequently have viewed it as an essential part 
of the permanent structure of the church. 
Lutherans have held, in opposition to this, that 
the papacy was established by human law, the 
will of men, and that its claims to divine right 
are nothing short of blasphemous. 

(8) A third area of controversy centers on 

the prac tical consequences drawn from these 
prior disagreements. Roman Catholics have 
tended to think of most major aspects of papal 
structure and function as divinely authorized 
The need or possibility of significant changt. 
renewal, or reform has generally been ignored. 
Most important, it has been argued that all 
ministry concerned with fostering unity among 
the churches is subject-at least in crisis 
situations-to the supervision of the bishop of 
Rome. His jurisdiction over the universal 
church is in the words of Vatican I, "supreme," 
"full," "ordinary," and "immediate."s This 
authority is not subject to any higher human 
jurisdiction, and no pope is absolutely bound by 
disciplinary decisions of his predecessors.9 This 
view of the exercise of papal power has been 
vehemently repudiated by Lutherans and 
viewed by them as leading to intolerable 
ecclesiastical tyranny. 

In the course of our discussions, 
however, we have been able to gain helpful and 
clarifying insights regarding these points of 
controversy. 

Ill. Focus oo the New Testament Question 

(9) Any biblical and historical scholar 
today would consider anachronistic the 
question whether Jesus constituted Peter the 
first pope,· since this question derives from a 
later model of the papacy which it projects baclc 

"The question whether Jesus 
appointed Peter the first pope 
has shifted in modern scholarship 
to the question of the extent to 
which the subsequent use of the 
images of Peter in reference to 
the papacy is consistent with the 
thrust of the New Testament." 

into the New Testament.lo Such a reading helps 
neither papal opponents nor papal supporters. 
Therefore terms such as "primacy" and 
"jurisdiction" are best avoided when one 
describes the role of Peter in the New 
Testament. Even without these terms, however, 
a ·wide variety of images is applied to Peter in 
the New Testament which signalizes his 
importance in the early church. 11 

(10) It is well to approach the question otl 
Peter's role in the church by recognizing that 
the New Testament writings describe various 
forms of ministry directed toward the church as 
a whole. These writings show a primary concern 
for local communities of believers (the 
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concern for groups of churches. for 
relationships between churches of different 
areas or backgrounds. and also for the church 
as the one body of Christ. 

Paul sometimes holds up one local 
church as an example to another; he seeks to 
retain fellowship between the Gentile and the 
Jewish churches: he collects from the 
churches he has founded for the support of 
the church in Jerusalem. Both the letter to 
the Galatians and the book of Acts describe a 
meeting in Jerusalem among church leaders to 
settle a major problem facing various 
communities, namely. the circumcision of the 
Gentiles. The first epistle of Peter. the pastoral 
letters, and the Revelation (the Apocalypse), 
show concern for groups of churches. 
Colossians and Ephesians speak of the church 
as the bcxly of Christ, and Ephesians in 
particular stresses the unity of the body. In the 
description of the Pentecost scene in Acts. there 
is a global vision of the Spirit-filled community 
reaching men of every land and tongue. In the 
fourth gospel. Jesus speaks of the day when 
there will hc one flock and one shepherd. 

(II) What role does Peter play in this 
ministry directed to the church at large? There 
is no single or uniform New Testament outlook 
on such a question. The New Testament books, 
written by men of different generations and 
varying outlooks. living in widely scattered 
churches, sec Peter in a diversity of ways.12 

There are certain features common to or 
underlying these different pictures of Peter. He 
is listed first among the twelve; he is frequently 
their spokesman; he is the first apostolic witness 
of the risen Jesus: he is prominent in the 
Jerusalem community; he is well known to 
many churches. 

Yet it is not a lways easy to tell to what 
extent he exercises a function in relation to the 
churc h as a whole and to what extent his 
influence remains regional. For instance, 

' Ga latians 2. 7 attributes to Peter a special role 
in relation to the gospel addressed to the Jews, 
while Paul has a similar role in relation to the 
gospel addressed to the Gentiles. Moreover , the 
relative silence of the New Testament about the 
career of Peter after the Jerusalem meeting (ca. 
A.O. 49) makes it difficult to find a biblical 
basis for affirmat ions about his continuing role 
in the church in his later years. 

There is increasing agreement that Peter 
went to Rome and was martyred there, but we 
have no trustworthy evidence that Peter ever 
served as the supervisor or bishop of the local 
-:hurch in Rome. From the New Testament, we 
.,now nothing of a succession to Peter in Rome. 
We cannot exclude the possibility that other 
figures, such as Paul or James, also had a 
unifying role in relation to the whole church , 
a lthough the available documents connect them 
primarily with individual churches or groups of 
churches. 

( 12) Although the New Testament gives us 
limited information about the historical career 
of Simon Peter. individual writings associate 
him with different aspects or images of ministry 
which have relevance to the church as a whole. 
It is Peter among the twelve who confesses Jesus 
as the Christ (Mark 8, Matthew 16, Luke 9) and 
as the holy one of God (John 6): he is listed as 
the first apostolic witness to the risen Lord (I 
Corinthians IS; Luke 24): he is the rock on 
which the church is to be founded and he is to 
be entrusted with the power of the keys 
(Matthew 16); he is the one who is to strengthen 
his brethren in faith (Luke 22); he is the one 
who, after confessing his love, is told to feed 
Jesus' sheep (John 21 ); he takes the initiative in 
filling the vacancy among the twelve (Acts I) 
and receives the first Gentile converts (Acts 10). 
He is also the one who denies Jesus in an 
especially dramatic way (all four gospels); who 
sinks in the waves because of his lack of faith 
(Matthew 14); he is sharply rebuked by Jesus 
(Mark 8, Matthew 16), and later on by Paul 
(Galatians 2). The fact that these failures were 
so vividly remembered is perhaps also evidence 
of his prominence. 

(I 3) How this view of Peter in the New 
Testament as developed by modern scholarship 
relates to the papacy might be summarized thus. 
Peter was very important as a companion of 
Jesus during Jesus· public ministry; he was one 
of the first of the disciples to be called and 
seems to have been the most prominent among 
the regular companions. This importance 
carried over into the early Palestinian church, 
as indicated in the record of an appearance of 
the risen Jesus to Peter (probably the first 
appearance to an apostle). Clearly he was the 
most prominent of the twelve and took an active 
part in the Christian missionary movement. 

Peter had a key role in decisions that 
affected the course of the church. Thus one may 
speak of a prominence that can be traced back 
to Peter's relationship to Jesus in his public 
ministry and as the risen Lord. Of even greater 
importance, however, is the thrust of the images 
associated with Peter in the later New 
Testament books, many of them written after his 
death. While some of these images recall his 
failures (e.g., Peter the weak and sinful man) 
Peter is portrayed as the fisherman (Luke S, 
John 21 ), as the shepherd of the sheep of Christ 
(John 21 ), as a presbyter who addresses other 
presbyters (I Peter S, I); as proclaimer of faith 
in Jesus the Son of God (Matthew 16, 16-17); as 
a receiver of special revelation (Acts 10, 9-16); 
as one who can correct those who 
misunderstand the thought of a brother apostle, 
Paul (II Peter 3, I 5-16); and as the rock on 
which the church was to be built (Matthew 16, 
18). 

When a " trajectory" of these images is 
traced, we find indications of a development 
from earlier to later images. This development 
of images does not consti tute papacy in its later 
technical sense, but one can see the possiblity of 

In an interview 
with "Origins," Dr. 
Paul Empie--chairman 
of the Lutheran dele
gation in the Luther
an-Catholic dialogue·· 
d,~cussed the impor
tance of the statement 
(Mar. 4) on the pa
pacy. " I think that 
the statement, while 
it does not offer any 
easy, quick solutions, 
opens avenues over 
which progress toward 
this goal may be 
reached for the first 
time in history," Dr. 
Empie said. 

The question asked 
in the dialogue, he 
explained, was: "What 
purpose is papal pri
macy designed to 
servel" The Luther
ans then realized 
that the Ca tholic 
delegates saw the pa
pacy in the service 
of the church's unity. 
Lutherans share this 
concern for the unity 
of the church, said 
D r. Empie. 

In the beginning 
some people wondered 
what cou ld possibly 
be achieved from a 
dialogue between Lu
therans and Roman Cath
olics on papacy, he 
noted. They wondered 
i f it w ould lead to 
compro,r,ise or selling 
out. However, dis-
cussing the papacy not 
as an end in itself, 
but as a means, made 
it possible for the 
dialogue group to be· 
gin asking whether or 
not there might 
rea lly be some way of 
finding a common 
ground. 
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an orientation in that direction, 
when shap..:d by favoring factors in 
the subsequent d1urch. The question 
whether Jesus appointed Peter the 
first pope has shifled in modern 
scholarship to the question of the 
extent to whi..:h the subsequent use 
of the images of Peter in reference to · 
the papacy is consistent with the 
thrust of the New Testament. 

IV. Historical and Theological 
Questions 

(14) Historical studies have 
opened new perspectives not only on 
the New Testament writings but also 
on other problems. It is now clear 
that the question of papal primacy 
cannot adequately he treated in 
terms of proof passages from 
scripture or as a mauer of church 
law, but must be seen in the light of 
many factors-biblical, social, 
political, theological-which have 
contributcc to the development of 
the theoiogy, structure, and function 
of the modern papacy. 

( 15) In the period following the 
New Testament era, two parallel 
lines of development tended to 
enhance the role of the bishop of 
Rome among the churches of the 
time . One was the continuing 
development of the several images of 
Peter emerging from the apostolic 
communities. the other resulted 
from the importance of Rome as a 
political, cultural, and religious 
center. 

The trajectory of the biblical 
images of Peter continued in the life 
of the early church, enriched by the 
addition of other images; missionary · 
preacher, great visionary, destroyer 
of heretics, receiver of the new law, 
gatekeeper of heaven, helmsman of 
the ship of the church, co-teacher 
with Paul, co-martyr with Paul in 
Rome. 1 .1 These images had a 
theological significance even before 
they were associated with the bishop 
of Rome. 

(16) A parallel line o f 
development occurred through the 
early church's accommodation to 
the culture of the Graeco-Roman 
world. when ii adopted patterns of 
organization and administration 
prevailing in the area of its 
missionary work. Churches 
identified themselves according to 
the localities, dioGeses, and 

590 provinces of the empire. The 

prestige and 1:cntrality of Romc as 
the 1:apital city. combined with the 
wealth and generosity of Roman 
Christians. quite naturally led to a 
special prominence of the Roman 
church. Moreover this church 
enjoyed the distin1:tion of having 
been founded, according to 
tradition, by Peter and Paul, and of 
being the site where these martyrs 
were buried. 

(17) In the controversy with the 
gnostics, episcopal sees of apostolic 
foundation served as a gauge or 
standard of orthodoxy, and the 
Roman church, associated with 
Peter and Paul, was especially 
emphasized in this respect by 
Western writers. During the first five 
centuries, the church of Rome 
gradually assumed a certain pre
eminence among the churches: it 
intervened in the life of distant 
churches, took sides in distant 
theological controversies, was 
consulted by other bishops on a 
wide variety of doctrinal and moral 
questions, and sent legates to 
faraway councils. In the course of 
iime Rome came to be regarded in 
many quarters as the supreme court 
of appeal and as a focus of unity for 
the worldwide communion of 
churches. 

( 18) With Leo I the correlation 
between the bishop of the Roman 
church and the image of Peter, 
which had already been suggested 
by some of his predecessors, became 
fully explicit. According to Leo, 
Peter continues his task in the 
bishop of Rome, and the 
predominance of Rome over other 
churches derives from Peter's 
presence in his successors, the 
bishops of the Roman see. The 
Petrine function of the bishop of 
Rome is nothing less than the care 
for all the churches. It imposes upon 
other bishops the duty to obey his 
authority and apply his decisions. 
Thus Western theological 
affirmations of papal primacy found 
an early. expression in the teaching 
of Leo I. 

(19) The later development of 
these claims can now be seen by 
both Lutherans and Catholics to 
have had both positive and negative 
features. On the one hand, this 
development was furthered by the 
historical situation of the Middle 
Ages, when Rome no longer found 
itself in competition with the other 

major metropolitan sees in the long 
struggle against secular, and 
especially imperial. _power. 

On the other hand. the 
theoretical interpretation of primacy 
in the categories of canon law made 
rapid progress. Among others, 
Gregory Vil and Innocent III, 
relying on such documents as the 
False Decretals, depicted the church 
as a papal monarchy in accordance 
with secular models available in 
their day. Documents such as 
Boniface Vlll's Unam Sanctam 
( 1302) embodied the claim that the 
pope had not only spiritual but also 
temporal dominion over the whole 
earth.14 At the same time, some 
medieval theologians continued to 
see Rome as the center of unity in a 
worldwide communion of churches. 
Some accented the religious and 
charismatic, rather than the juridical 
and administrative, aspects of papal 
primacy. 

In the high Middle Ages the 
mendicant orders and some of their 
prominent theologians, such as 
Bonaventure and Thomas Aquinas, 
tended to exalt the powers of the 
Roman see. Moreover, the growth 
of scholastic theology reinforced a 
pyramidal view of authority in the 
church. The powers diffused in the 
body of the faithful were seen to be 
concentrated in the order of bishops 
and still further in the one person of 
the bishop of Rome. 

Some theologians, for 
example the conciliarists, 
interpreted the powers as ascending 
from the body into the head, while 
others, for example the papal 
canonists, saw them as descending 
from the head into the body. The 
latter view reemerged with added 
emphasis after the Council of Basel 
(1431-37). The Council of Florence 
in its Decree of Union for the Greek 
and Latin church (1439)15 set forth 
the doctrine of papal primacy in 
terms that approximate those of 
Vatican I. 

Within post-Tridentine 
Roman Catholicism, the polemics of 
the sixteenth century and the 
Counter-Reformation strengthened 
this trend. Several centuries of 
struggle against nationalistic 
movements, an upsurge of 
ultramontane centralism, and the 
desire to oppose 19th century 
liberalism created the climate for 
Vatican I. This council taught that 
the pope as successor of Peter has a 
primacy of jurisdiction over all 
individuals and churches. It 



declared tha1 this jurisdiction is 
"full," "supreme," "ordinary" (!hat 
is, not derived by delegation from 

. another), and "immediate/: (1ha1 is, 
direc1 ), and linked 1his primacy of 
jurisdic1ion wi1h papal 
infal lihility. lh 

(20) Thl' theology of Vatican II 
developed the teaching of Vatican I, 
giving a more balanced account of 
the relations of 1he pope to the 
bishops and of the bishops lo the 
people of God. The bishop of Rome 
is head of the college of bishops, 
who share his reponsibility for the 
universal church. His authority is 
pastoral in its purpose even when 
juridical in form. It should always 
be understood in its collegial 
context. 

(21 J We 1hus see from 1he above 
1hat the conlemporary 
unders1anding of 1he New Testament 
and our knowledge of 1he processes 
at work in the history of the church 
make possible a fresh approach to 
the structure and operations of the 
papacy. There is increasing 
agreement that the centraliwtion of 
the Petrine function in a single 
person or office results from a long 
process of development. Reflecting 
the many pressures of the centuries 
and 1he complexities of a worldwide 
church. 1he papal office can be seen 
bo1h as a response 10 the guidance of 
the Spirit ;,: the Christian 
community, and also as an 
institution which in its human 
dimensions, is tarnished by frailty 
and even unfaithfulness. 

The Ca1holic members of this 
consultation see the institution of 
the papacy as developing from New 
Testament roots under the guidance 
of the Spirit. Without denying that 
God could have ordered the church 
differently, they believe that the 
papal form of the unifying ministry 
is, in fact, God's gracious gift to his 
people. 

Lutheran theologians, al 
though in the past chiefly critical 
of the structure and functioning of 
the papacy, can now recognize many 
of its positive contributions to the 
life of the church. Both groups can 
acknowledge that as the forms of the 
papacy have been adapted to 
changing historical settings in the 
past. it is possible that they will be 
modified the better to meet the needs 
of the church in the future. 

V. Looking Forward to the 
Renewal of the Structures of the 
Papacy 
(22) In considering how the 
papacy may better serve the church 
as a whole, our reflections will bear 
on basic principles of renewal, and 
on questions facing Roman 
Catholics and Lutherans in view of 
the possibilities of rapprochement. 

A. Norms for Renewal 

(23) The Principle of Legitimate 
Dh-ersity 

The u It ima te source of 
authority is God revealed in Christ. 
The church is guided by the Spirit 
and is judged by the word of God. 
All its members share in this 
guidance and are subject to this 
judgment. They should recognize 
that the Spirit's guidance may give 
rise to diverse forms in piety, liturgy, 
theology, custom, or law. Yet a 
variety of ecclesial types should 
never foster divisiveness. With 
humility and in self-criticism, 
ministers in the church should 
therefore "test the spirit," and listen 
to the judgment which may be 
implied in " the signs of the times." 1s 

Even the exercise of the Perrine 
function should evolve with the 
changing times, in keeping with a 
legitimate diversity of ecclesial types 
within the church. 

(24) The Principle of Collegiality 
Collegial responsibility for 

the unity of the church, as 
emphasized by Vatican 11, is of 
utmost importance in pro1ecting 
!hose values which excessive 
centraliwtion of authority would 
tend to stifle. No one person or 
administrative staff, however 
dedicated, learned, and experienced, 
can grasp al I 1he subtleties and 
complexities of situations in a 
worldwide church, whose many 
communities live and bear witness in 
the variegated contexts of several 
continents and many nations. It is 
only through the contributions of 
many persons and groups that the 
problems which need urgent 
attention can be identified, and the 
talents necessary to deal with them 
be mustered. The collegial principle 
calls all levels of the church to share 
in the concern and responsibilities 
of leadership for the total life of the 
church. 

(25) The Principle of Subsidiarity 
The principle of subsidiarity 

is no less important. Every section of 
the church, each mindful of its 
special heritage, should nurture the 
gifts it has received from the Spirit 
by exercising its legitimate freedom. 
What can properly be decided and 
dune in smaller units of ccclcsial life 
ought nol to be referred to church 
leaders who have wider 
responsibilities . .Decisions should be 
made and activities carried out with 
as broad as possible a participation 
from the people of God. Initiatives 
should be encouraged in order to 
promote a wholesome diversity in 
theology, worship, witness, and 
service. All should be concerned 
that, as the community is built up 
and its unity strengthened, the rights 
of minorities and minority 
viewpoints are protected within the 
unity of faith. 

B. Roman Catholic Perspecti,-es 

(26) The church's teaching office 
"is not above God's Word; it rather 
serves the Word." 19 Indeed this is 
true of all ecclesiastical authority. 
The gospel may require that church 
offices be exercised in very different 
ways to meet the needs of various 
regions and periods. New means of 
exercising authority may have to be 
discovered to fit the cultural 
patterns arising out of the changing 
forms of education, 
communications, and social 
organization. The signs of the times 
point to the need for greater 
participation of pastors, scholars, 
and all believers in the direction of 
the universal church.20 

(27) Further, it is an important 
political principle that authority in 
any society should use only the 
amount of power necessary to reach 
its assigned goal. This applies also to 
the papal office. A canonical 
distinction between the highest 
authority and the limited exercise 
of the corresponding power cannot 
be ruled out and needs to be 
emphasized. Such a limitation need 
not prejudice the universal 
jurisdiction attributed to the pope by 
Roman Catholic doctrine. Thus one 
may foresee that voluntary 
limitations by the pope of the 
exercise of his jurisdiction will 
accompany the growing vitality of 
the organs of collegial government, 
so that checks and balances in the 
supreme power may be effectively 
recognized. 591 



C. Lutheran Perspecli~s 

(28) If perspectives such as the 
foregoing prevail, papal primacy 
will no longer be open to many 
traditional Lutheran objections. As 
we have noted (sec 3 above). 
Lutherans increasingly recognize the 
need for a ministry serving the unity 
of the church un iversal . They 
acknowledge that. for the exercise of 
this ministry. institutions which arc 
rooted in history should be seriously 
considered. T he church should use 
the signs of unity it has received, for 
new ones cannot be invented at will. 
Thus the Reformers wished to 
continue the historic structures of 
the church21 and only reluctantly 
parted with them. Such structures 
arc among the signs of the church's 
unity in space and ti me. helping to 
link the Christian present with its 
apostolic past. 

Lutherans can also grant the 
beneficial role of the papacy a t 
various periods of history. Believing 
in God's sovereign freedom, they 
cannot deny that God may show 
again in the future that the papacy is 
his gracious gift to his people. 
Perhaps this might involve a 
primacy in which the pope's service 
to unity in relation to the Lutheran 
churches would be more pastoral 
than juridical. The one thing 
necessary. from the Lutheran point 
of view. is that papal primacy be so 
structured and interpreted that it 
clearly serve the gospel and the 
unity of the church of Christ, and 
that its exercise of power not subvert 
Christian freedom. 

VI. Conclusioos 

(29) Ou r discussions in th is 
dialogue have brought to light a 
number of agreements, among the 
most significant of which are: 

- Christ wills for his church 
a unity which is not only spiritual 
but must be manifest in the world. 

- promotion of this unity is 
incumbent o n a ll believers , 
especially those who are engaged in 
the ministry of word and sacrament; 

th e greater the 
responsibility of a ministerial office. 
the greater the responsibility to seek 
the unity of all Christians; 

- a special responsibility for 
this may be entrusted to one 
individual minister, under the 
gospel. 

- such a responsibility for 
592 the universa l church cannot be 

ruled out on the basis of the biblical 
evidence; 

- the bishop of Rome. 
whom Roman Catho lics regard as 
entrusted by the will of Christ with 
this responsibility. and who has 
exercised his ministry in forms that 
have changed significantly over the 

" The one thing neces
sary, from the Lutheran 
point of view, is that 
papal primacy be so struc
tured and interpreted that 
it clearly serve the gospel 
and the unity of the church 
of Christ, and that its ex
ercise of power not subvert 
Christian freedom." 

centuries, can in the future function 
in ways which are better adapted to 
meet both the universal and regional 
needs of the church in the complex 
environment of modern times. 

(30) We do not wish to understate 
our remaining disagreements. While 
we have concluded that traditional 
sharp distinctions between divine 
and human institution are no longer 
use ful , Catholics con tinue to 
emphasize that papal primacy is an 
institution in accordance with God's 
will. For Lutherans this is a 
secondary question. The one thing 
necessary, they insist, is that papal 
primacy serve the gospel and that its 
exerc ise o f power not subvert 
Christian freedom (see section 28). 

There are also differences 
which we have not yet discussed. We 
have not adequately explored to 
what extent the existing forms of the 
papal office are open to change in 
the future, nor have we yet touched 
on the sensitive point of papal 
infallibility, taught by Vatican 
Councils I and II. 

( 3 1) Even given these 
disagreements and points yet to be 
examined, it is now proper to ask, in 
the light of the agreement we have 
been able to reach, that our 
respective churches take specific 
actions toward reconciliation. 

( 3 2) Therefore we ask the 
Lutheran churches: 

- if they are prepared to 
affirm with us that papal primacy, 
renewed in the light of the gospel. 

need not be a barrier t o 
reconciliation; 

- if they are able to 
acknowledge not only the legitimacy 
of the papa l ministry in the service 
of the R o man Catholic 
com muni o n 22 hut even the 
possibility and the desirability of the 
papal ministry, renewed under the 
gospel and committed to Christian 
freedom, in a larger communion 

• which would include the Lutheran 
churches; 

- if they are willing to open 
discussion regarding the concrete 
implications of such a primacy to 
them. 

(33) Likewise, we ask the Roman 
Catholic church: 

- if in the light of our 
findings, it should not give high 
priority in its ecumenical concerns 
to the problem of reconciliation 
with the Lutheran churches; 

- if it is willing to open 
discussions on possible structures 
for reconciliation which would 
protect the legitimate traditions of 
the Lutheran communities and 
respect their spiritual heritage;23 

- if it is prepared to 
envisage the possibility o f a 
rec o ncili at io n which would 
recognize the self-government of 
Lutheran churches within a 
communion; 

- if, in the expectation of a 
foreseeable reconciliation, it is 
ready to acknowledge the Lutheran 
churches represented in o ur 
dialogue as sister-churches which 
are already entitled to some measure 
of ecclesiastical communion. 

(34) We believe that our Jotnt 
statement reflects a convergence in 
the theological understanding of the 
papacy which makes possible a 
fruitful approach to these questions. 
Our churches should not miss this 
occasion to respond to the will of 
Christ for the unity of his disciples. 
Neither church should continue to 
to lerate a situa tion in which 
members of one communion look 
upon the other as alien. Trust in the 
Lord who makes us one body in 
Christ will ·help us to risk ourselves 
on the yet undisclosed paths toward 
which his Spirit is guiding his 
church. 

Fooenotes 

CliapeerO. 
I. h should be noted that we shall in this 

rcpon follow the prac1icc es1ablishcd in 



Volume IV of employing 1hc term " ministry" 
10 rctcr 10 the task or service which devolves 
,,n 1hc whole church in dis1inc1ion from the 
(or a) ministry (or minister) which performs a 
particular form of service-specific order, 
function or gift (charism) within and for 1he 
sake of Christ's church and us mission in the 
world. "This ministry has the twofold 1ask of 
proclaiming the gospel 10 t he 
world--evangclizing, witnessing, serving- and 
of huilding up in Christ those who already 
hdieve-1caching. c,honing. reproving. and 
sanc11ty111g hy word and sacrament. For this 
twofold work. 1hc Spirit endows 1he ministry 
with varieties of gifts, and thus helps the 
church to meet new situations in its pil
grimage. Through proclan1a1ion of the word 
and adminis1ra1ion of 1he sacraments, this 
ministry serves 10 unify and order 1he church 
in a special way for its ministry ... Lutherans 
and Catholics in Dialogue IV: Eucharist and 
Ministry, p. 11 ; sec also p. 9. 

2. Manin Luther, "On Counc ils and the 
Church," Luther's Works. vol. 41, pp. 9-178. 
For a commentary. sec Jaroslav Pelikan, 
" Lu1hcrs At1i1ude T owards Church 
Councils." The Papal Council and the Gospel 
(ed. K. E. Skydsgaard ed.) Minneapolis: 
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superiority over the bishops which he possesses 
by human right. making this concession fur 1hc 
sake of peace and general unity among the 
Christians who arc now under him and may he 
in the future." T. G. Tappen, ed .. The Boole of 
Concord (Philadelphia : Muhlenberg Press. 
1959) pp. 316-317. 

6. T. G. Tappen. ed. The Book of 
Concord. pp. 298. 
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George A. Lindbeck, "Papacy and /us 
Divinum, A Lutheran View," Lutherans 
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8. Maurice C. Duchaine, " Vatican I on 
Primacy and Infallibility," Lutherans and 
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9. The theological commission of Vatican 
Council II rejected a proposed amendment 10 
the effect that the pope, calling the bishops to 
collegial action, is "bound to the Lord alone" 
(uni Domina devinctus). In support of this 
reflection, the commission wrote that such a 
formula was "oversimplified: for the Roman 
Pontiff is also bound 10 adhere 10 1he 
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of 1he church, to the sacraments, 10 the 
definitions of former counc ils, e1c." (Schema 
Constitutionis De Ecclesia, MCMLXIV. p. 
93). 
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11. Ibid.. pp. 158-68 with detailed 

discussion in previous chapters of the book. 
Sec also Appended Note. 
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Peter-Disciple. Apostle Marry,. Philadelphia: 
Wes1minis1cr Press. 2nd ed .. I 962. 

13. Sec Appended Note. 
14. James McC'ue. George H. Tavard. 

"The Papacy in 1he Middle Ages." Lutherans 
and Catholics in Dialogue V: Papal Primacy. 

15. Den1inger-Schonmc1zer. Enchiridion 
Symbolorum . . ,3rd L-d. (hereafter cited as DS) 
(Frcihurg: Herder. 1%5). 1307 anJ 3059. 

16. DS 3059-3065. 
17. Lumen Gentium, Chapter Ill. 
18. Gaudium er Spes. 4. 
19. Dei Verbum, IO. 
20. Lumen Gentium, 25. 
21. Apology of the Augsburg Co,ifession, 

T.G. Tappen (ed.). Article 14, pp. 214ff. 
22. Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue 

IV: Eucharist and Ministry, pp. 19, 20. See also 
footnote 5 above. 

23. The expressions. "legitimate 
traditions" and " spiritual heritage," are meant 
10 include the broad span of all the elements 
1ha1 Lutherans have experienced as being the 
ways in which they and their ancestors have 
lived the gospel. These ways pertain 10 
different though related levels that may be 
called customs and faith, discipline and 
doctrine, canon law and teaching, etc. The 
intention of the 1ext is to suggest that 
structures of reconciliation should extend 
further than 1he central patrimony of faith. in 
order 10 include also 1he adiaphora that usage 
has legitimized. 

Part 2 The Lutheran Participantj 
Papacy As R)ssibility _____ _____,_ 

The discussion of papal primacy 
between our two churches has entered a 
ne w phase, state the Lutheran 
participants in the U.S. national-level 
Lutheran-Catholic dialogue. Problems 
remain. But, they explain, " we cannot 
responsibly dismiss the possibility that 
some form of the papacy, renewed and 
restructured under the gospel, may be an 
appropriate visible expression of the 
ministry that serves the unity and 
~rdering of the church." The reflections 
of the Lutheran participants, issued 
March 4, as part of the statement of the 
U.S. Lutheran-Catholic dialogue group, 
follow. 

(35) Many Lutherans as well as 
Roman Catholics will be startled by the 
convergence on papa l primacy recorded 
in the preceding joint statement. This 
issue is both more sensitive and more 
dift1cul1 than any of those previously 
dealt with in our national dialogue. 1 It is 
doubly necessary, therefore, that the 
Lutheran partic ipants explain their views 
to their fellow Lutherans more fully than 
was appropriate in the common 
statement Uust as the Roman Catholic 
participants will address their fellow 
Roman Catholics in the third chapter of 
this report). We need to explain (I) whv 

we have dealt with this issue (2) what 
seems 10 us the position of the Lutheran 
tradition on this matter (3) why we 
believe the time has now come for our 
churches 10 consider seriously the 
possibility of a role .for the papacy such 
as is sketched in the preceding chapter. 

Purpose of the Dialogue 

(36) It would have been impossible 10 
avoid the question of papal primacy in 
our discussions even if we had wished 10 
do so. The purpose of the dia logue is: 

First, to define as clearly as 
possible the extent and the limits of the 
common ground between Roman 
Catholics and Lutherans at this 
particular time in our respective 
histories. 

Second, and more important, we 
are called as Christians to give a credible 
witness 10 our unity in Christ for the sake 
of our mission in the world (John 17, 21; 
Ephesians 4, 3-6). This unity is no t an 
exclusively spiritual unity. It is true that 
we have a unity that our one baptism and 
our one faith in Christ bring about. At 
the same time Lutheran theologians have 
insisted 1ha1 the church is not a Platonic 
republic that exists only in an ideal 
realm (Apology 7:20),2 but 1ha1 it is an 
empirical assembly of Christians among 
whom the gospel is proclaimed and 
heard and the sacraments are 
administered. 

Third, we must deal not only with 
problems on which agreement is already 
visibly developing (such as the eucharist 
and eucharistic ministry),3 but also with 
such apparently intractable issues as the 
papacy. 

In our prev ious discussions on 
the ministry. we had already 
encountered the issue of the papacy. In 
those discussions we repeated the 
traditional Lutheran affirmation 1ha1 "as 
long as the ordained ministry is retained, 
any form of polity which serves the 
proclamation o f the gospel is 
acceptable."~ We also observed that the 
Lutheran confessional writings "do not 
ex.elude the possibility that the papacy 
might have a symbolical or functional 
value in a wider area as long as its 
primacy is seen as being of human 
righ1."S In addition. we joined with our 
Roman Catholic colleagues in declaring 
that "the ordained ministry. through the 
proclamation of the word and the 
administration of the sacraments, serves 
10 unify and order the church in a 
special way for its ministry."6 We were 
thus challenged 10 develop more fully a 
Lutheran view of the papacy's possible 
role as a symbol and center of unity in 
the exercise of a ministry on behalf of 
the church universal. 

We have not, as our joint report 
repeatedly mentions, discussed papaJ 
infallibility. Our common statement is 593 
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1hcrcforc by no means a comple1e 
1rea1men1 of the papacy. h addresses 
i1self panicularly 10 1he issues of papal 
primacy . While this fac1 may he 
disappoin1ing to some people, i1 is our 
conviction 1ha1 i1 is hy such a s1ep-by
s1ep prm:edure 1ha1 we can mosl 
n:sponsihly clarify our agreement and 
differences. 

The Pope a.~ "Antichrist" 

(37) In considering 1he historic Lu-
1hcran position on the papacy. we have 
become very mui.:h aware that the early 
Reformers did not reject what we have 
called 1he .. Petrine function," but ra1her 
the concre1c historical papacy as it 
confronted them in their day. In calling 
the pope the "antichrist." the early 
Lu1herans stood in a 1radition thal 
reached back into 1he I Ith century.7 Not 
only disside nts and here1ics but even 
saints had called 1he bishop of Rome the 
"antichrist" when 1hey wished to 
castigate his abuse of power. 

What Lutherans unders1ood as a 
papal claim lO unlimi1ed authority over 
everything and everyone reminded them 
of the apoca lyp1ic imagery of Daniel 11, 
a passage 1hat even prior 10 the 
Reformation had been applied to 1he 
pope as 1he a111ichris1 of the last days. 
The pope's willingness 10 derive 
advantage from doctrines and practices 
1ha1 seemed to them 10 contradic1 1he 
gospel compelled 1he111 lO resist such 
doctrines and practices as antichristian.x 

The claim 1ha1 probably rankled 
most was Boniface Vlll's sweeping 
assertion in 1hc hull Unam Sanctam 
(1302) thal it is necessa ry for all human 
beings for 1hcir salvation to be subject 10 
1hc bishop of Rome. 9 This declaration 

politica l sinllegics employed by 1he 
Coun1cr-Reforma1ion. by what seemed 
1he defensiveness of 1hc Roman Ca1holic 
reac1ion 10 intellectual and political 
liberalism. and hy 1he increasing trend 
1oward ceniralization of power in 1he 
Roman sec and 1he Roman Curia. The 
se11ing forth of 1he teachings of universal 
papal jurisdic1ion and of papal 
infallibili1y in 1870 seemed in Lu1heran 
eyes lO make 1he gulf be1ween the 
Roman Catholic Church and 1he heirs of 
the Reformation virtually unbridgeable. 

Du ring the same period 
Lutheranism had difficulties of i1s own. 
It suffered from subservience 10 stale 
power. Its own ecclesias1ical authorities 
have no1 always fostered Christian 
liberty and faithfulness to the gospel. It 
too reacted defensively to intellectual 
and cultural movements. Worst of all, in 
many places i1 came close to losing the 
vision of the unity of God's people. In 
view of this record, Lutherans have no 
ground for self-righteousness. 

(38) Today, after over four centuries 
of mutual suspicion and condemnation, 
it is generally supposed that Lutherans 
have had no place for papal primacy in 

" . . The early reform
ers did not reject what we 
have called the 'Petrine 
function,' but rather the 
concrete historical papacy 
as it confronted them in 
their day." 

would probably not have played the role 1--------------------j 
their thinking aboul the church. This is 
not true. We need to remember that the 
earliest Lutherans hoped for a reform of 
the papacy precisely for the sake of 
seeing the unity of the church preserved. 
Melanchthon held that "for the sake of 
peace and general uni1y among the 
Christians" a superiority over the other 
bishops could be conceded to the 
pope.1.1 

1ha1 it did in 1he 16th century if Leo X 
had not reaffirmed i1 at the Fifth Lateran 
Council (1516). 111 Againsl 1his teaching 
Lutherans consistently denied 1hat 1he 
bishop of Rome is 1he visible head of 
Christendom by divine right, tha1 is. on 
1he basis of the word of God. 11 

Further, 1he direct involvement 
of the late medieval papacy in the 
po litics of Europe, the popes' frequent 
resort to war and to 1he sometimes 
devious devices of medieval statecraft 
made the bishop of Rome in Lutheran 
eyes only one more secular prince who 
was ready 10 use his spiritual authorily 
to achieve pol i1ical ends. 12 As such he 
could be resisted in 1he name of 
pa1riotism in the same way any other 
foreign polentate might be resisted, a 
principle which was also admiued by 
Catholic theologians of the period. 

Because of 1hese factors, from the 
I 520s on. Lu1herans regarded themselves 
as in fac1 outside 1he pope's spiritual 
jurisdic1ion. They saw themselves as 
being on a par with those parts of 1he 
church. especially in the East. which did 
not recognize 1he jurisdictional primacy 
of the bishop of Rome. The Lu1heran 
refusal 10 submit 10 the au1hori1y of the 
hishop of Rome was• re inforced in 
succeeding cen1uries by some of 1he 

Many Lutherans kept hoping for 
an ecumenical council to reform the 
papacy. Despite their of1en violent 
antipapal polemics, Lutherans continued 
to concede to the pope all the legitimate 
spiritual powers of a bishop in his 
diocese, in 1his case, Rome. They even 
granted the propriety of his exercising a 
larger jurisdiction by human right over 
communities that had by their own will 
placed themselves under him. 14 They 
were ready 10 grant 1hat the rock on 
which Christ promised 10 build his 
community was Pc1er in his capacity as a 
minister of Christ. I~ 

Even theologians of the era of 
classic Lutheran orthodoxy conceded 
1hat in 1he New Testament Peter 
possessed a preeminence among the 
twelve as a leader (coryphaeus), 
spokesman (os), chief (princeps) and the 
one "who proposed what was 10 be 

done." 16 In rejecting 1he monarchical 
authority of the bishop of Rome in the 
church, they were careful not lO exclude 
a primacy of Peter among 1he apostles 
based on honor, age. cal I ing, zeal. or 
order. nor did they deny tha1 in a broad 
sense Peter could be called a "bishop" of 
Rornc, and that 1he leadership of the 
Roman see devolved upon episcopal 
successors as happened in other 
apostolic sees. 17 

Since they felt bound by the 
gospel to seek the uni1y of the church, 
many of our Lutheran forefathers over a 
period of nearly two centuries negotiated 
with representatives of the Roman 
Catholic church, in spite of deep 
reservations. 18 Lutherans sent 
delegations to the second phase of the 
Council of Trent,19 and even after the 
peace of Augsburg ( I 55S) responsible 
Lutheran leaders were ready to enter 
in10 discussion with their Roman 
Catholic counterparts. 20 Irenic attempts 
continued into the late 17th century.21 

The vision of "one church of the 
future" was in the minds of a number of 
prominent Lutherans throughoul the 
19th century.22 The willingness of 
Lutherans to engage in serious dialogue 
suggests 1hat they believed that 
ultimately the Holy Spirit might point 
bo1h sides to a solution even of the 
knotty problem of the papacy. 

The Growing Concern for Unity 

(39) Ours is an era of change in social 
structures, in 1echnology. in science, in 
human knowledge. In some ways these 
changes have brought all Christians 
closer together. Furthermore, 1he re1urn 
to the sources, particularly the Bible and 
the church fathers, has helped prepare 
the way for a greater common 
understanding of the heritage shared by 
all Christians. 

From our Roman Ca1holic 
partners in dialogue we have received a 
vivid impression of dramatic changes 
within their church, changes which are 
1hrowing new light on the role of the 
papacy in Roman Catholic 1hough1 and 
life. For instance, Pope John XXIII, by 
his gesture of "opening the windows," 
has become for many Christians a new 
symbol of what the papacy might be. 

Our partners are carefu I to point 
out that for them 1he pope is neither a 
dictator. nor an absolute monarch. He 
does not replace Christ; he represents 
Christ. His role is primarily that of one 
who serves. He cannol act arbitrarily but 
is limited by 1he same gospel that 
provides the norms for 1he life of the 
total Christian community. The 
documents of Vatican II. 1hey 
emphasize. understand the papacy from 
1he point of view of the c hurch , not the 
church from the point of view of the 
papacy. These documents also stress 1he 
collegial aspect of church leadership. 

To be sure, in the 1exts from 
Vatican 11, as well as in more recent 
documents,2.1 there are also claims for 
exclusive papal power. During 1he 
council. Pope Paul VI reserved certain 



questions2~ for himself and he has 
continm;d to act independently to a 
degree that at times seems to 
compro111isc the principle of collegiality. 

We Lutherans have to ask 
ourselves if the sa111e factors that have 
cont.-ihutcd to the new situation in 
Roman Catholicis111 are not in fact also 
changing our own perspective on the 
papacy. In this Jay of intensified global 
communication and international 
cooperation. the concern for the unity of 
the entire empirical church is being 
keenly felt. 

Lutherans in the past have used 
documents such as those contained in 
the Book of Concord as a device for 
achieving a common identity within their 
confessional family. In recent decades 
the Lutheran World Federation has been 
increasingly used for this purpose. 
Lutheran participation in the World 
Council of Churches. which includes 
major churches of the East, is also 
evidence of the Lutheran concern for 
unity of faith and action among all 
Christians. 

We Lutherans see the need for 
symbols and centers of unity as urgent. 
We believe that we must try more 
cncrgetically than we have in the past to 
give concrete expression tu our concern 
for the unity of the whole empirical 
church. When we think of the question 
of the church's unity in relation to its 
mission we cannot responsibly dismiss 
the possibility that some form of the 
papacy. renewed and restructured under 
the go~pel. may he an appropriate visible 
expression of the ministry that serves the 
unity and ordering of the church. 

(40) The results of biblical research 
and historical scholarship have placed in 
a new pcr~pectivc many of the once 
intensely debated issues surrounding the 
papacy. The national dialogue group has 
recognized the importance of these 
findings for a fresh approach to the 
question hy commissioning two 
independant studies. one on "Peter in the 
New Testamcnt"2~ and another on 
"Ro111an primacy in the patristic era." 26 

The Role of Peter 
The report of the biblical panel 

makes it clear that "no matter what one 
may think about the justiflcation offered 
by the New Testament for the emergence 
of the papacy, this papacy in its 
developed form cannot be read back into 
the New Testament: and it will help 
neither papal opponents nor papal 
supporters tu have the model of the later 
papacy before their eyes when 
discussing the role of Peter." 27 This 
report quite properly warns against an 
anachronistic interpretation of the New 
Testament. Instead. it points out the 
diversity of the images of Peter in the 
various strata of the New Testament 
materials and directs attention to the 
•• trajec tories·· 2~ of these images of Peter. 
and to their continuation and use in the 
early church. The view of Peter as the 
confessor. missionary . repentant sinner. 
and martyr is as much a part of this 

tradition as the view of Peter as the 
shepherd, pastor, teacher, and 
spokesman. 

On the other hand, Lutherans too 
will find many of their cherished 
polemical readings of the texts 
challenged. Exegetically it is hard to 
deny that Peter enjoyed a preeminence 
among the apostles during Jesus' 
ministry as well as in the post-Easter 
church. He exercised in his time a 
function on behalf of the unity of the 
entire apostolic church. This we have 
chosen to designate the "Petrine 
function," even though its exercise was 
not restricted to Peter alone. This 
"Petrine function" is significantly 
connected with the images of Peter not 
only in the book of Acts and the two 
Petrine epistles but also, less direc-tly, in 
the Pauline letters. Paul had his own 
understanding of his special role in and 
for the universal church, but at the same 
time room is left for a Petrine function 
for the sake of unity. 2~ 

Again, the report of the patristics 
panel indicates that there is no 
conclusive documentary evidence from 
the first ceniury or the early decades of 
the second for the exercise of, or even 
the claim to, a primacy of the Roman 
bishop or to a connection with Peter, 
although documents from this period 
accord the church at Rome some kind of 
preeminence . .10 

Both primatial claims and the 
Petrine trajectories went through a long 
history in which-as the common 
statement points out-not only 
religious-theological but also political, 
social, and cultural factors played a 
considerable role before these two trends 
finally merged in the third century. 
While we are aware of the variety of 
factors which contributed to this 
development, we as Lutherans are 
impressed by the fact that the bishops of 
Rome were nevertheless able to exercise 
a ministry of unifying and ordering the 
church in the West. Sometimes, as in the 
contribution of Leo the Great to the 
resolution of the christological 
controversies at Chalcedon in 451. this 
ministry was extended to the East as 
well. 

Critical as we Lutherans have 
been in our evaluation of papal history. 
we can recognize that the existence of 
the papacy has in many ways been 
beneficial. While the civilization of the 
West was emerging, bishops of Rome did 
in fact express and nurture the visible 
unity of the church in a world threatened 
by non-christian forces and divisive 
tendencies. Thus the Pe1rine function 
was fulfilled in a specific way. As other 
concrete examples over the centuries we 
might cite the leadership of Gregory the 
Great in the promotion and protection of 
the Christian mission in northern 
Europe; the medieval popes who 
successfully asserted the independence 
of the Western church against attempts 
to subjugate it to the will of emperors, 
kings and princes; and the serious 
humanitarian concern exhibited by 
modern popes in the face of war and 

social injustice. 
(41) To be sure. there is for Lutherans 
no single or uniquely legitimate form of 
the exercise of the Petrine function. At 
every stage, the Petrine function 
developed according to the possibilities 
available at that time. Councils, 
individual leaders, specific local 
churches, credal statements31 and the 
papacy have all in various ways 
ministered lo the unity of the church. 
Further, the papal form of the universal 
ministry has not always involved the 
centralized, juridical apparatus which 
now exists, nor need we assume that it 
will always continue to do so. Even if it 
should be desirable that the Petrine 
function be exercised by a single 
individual, the question of his powers 
would still be open. 
(42) This brings us to a thorny 
problem between Lutherans and Roman 
Catholics which the group has had to 
discuss. Whatever primacy the Lutheran 
reformers accorded to the bishop of 
Rome was seen as a matter of historical 
development, and therefore of human 
right (de iure humano), rather than 
something rooted in the teaching of the 
scriptures. Over against this position the 
Roman Catholic view of the papal 
primacy claimed divine sanction (de iure 
divino) for certain papal prerogatives. 
Lutherans and Roman Catholics alike 
have often doubted that a reconciliation 
of the two standpoints would be 
possible. We have found in our 
discussion however. through a series of 
careful historical investigations, that the 
traditional distinction between de iure 
humano and de iure divino fails 10 
provide usable categories for 
contemporary discussion of the 
papacy . .12 

On the one hand, Lutherans do 
not want to treat the exerc ise of the 
universal ministry as though it were 
merely optional. It is God's will that the 
church have the institutional means 
needed for the promotion of unity in the 
gospel. On the other hand, Roman 
Catholics, in the wake of Vatican II are 
aware that there are ways of exercising 
papal primacy. Some are willing to 
consider other models for the exercise of 
the Petrine function. They recognize the 
dangers of ecclesiastical centralism, and 
realize the limitations of a juridical 
description of the Petrine function.JJ 

Rather than using the traditional 
terminology of divine and human right, 
therefore, both Lutherans and Roman 
Catholics have been compelled by their 
historical studies to raise a different set 
of questions: In what way or ways has 
our Lord in fact led his church 10 use 
particular forms of the exercise of the 
Petrine function·1 What structural 
elements in the church does the gospel 
require for the ministry which serves the 
unity of the empirical churcfi·> 

The Ministry of Unity 

(43) Structures invested with powerful 
symbolic meaning cannot be created at 
will. Therefore we do not anticipate that 595 
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a coru:re1e 111i11is1ry of unity 10 serve the 
church of 1he future will ht· sollll'lhing 
.:0111plc1ely new. It wil l have 10 cmcrge 
from the renewal and the restructuring 
of those historical forms which hcst 
nurture and express this unity. We 
recognize that among the existing signs 
or s1ru.:1urcs for the ministry of unity in 
the whole church. the papacy has a long 
history marked hy impressive 
achievements in spite of all the things we 
have regarded as faulty in it. 

(44) Lutherans arc convinced that the 
church lives hy the gospel. Our Lutheran 
forefathers rejected the late medieval 
papacy precisely because in their 
judgmem it was obstructing the gospel. 
With them we believe that it is the task of 
the church at all times to proclaim the 
gospel in its fullness and to affirm the 
freedom of the children of God for 
which Christ has set us free. This very 
freedom. however. means that for the 
sake of the gospel Lutherans today are 
free to examine with an open mind the 
opportunities for the exercise of the 
Petrine function which a renewed and 
restructured papal office might provide. 

(45) Lutherans can see in the papacy 
both values and what appear to be 
defects. On the positive side Lutherans 
can appreciate the papacy's assertion of 
the churc h"s right lO he independem of 
state control. the scr:ous social concern 
exhibited hy modern popes, 14 the 
liberating insight imo the way in which 
the Bible should be studied. as set forth 
in cncy licals such as Divino Afflante 
Spiritu,l~ and the efforts which modern 
popes from Benedict XV on have 
devoted to the cause of peace among the 
nations. 

Nevertheless. for Lutherans as 
well as for many Roman Catholics, the 
prcsem mode of operation of the papacy 
and the Roman Curia leaves much to he 
des ired. It is evident, moreover, that the 
c lose tie at the present time between 
primacy and infallibility has 
consequences in Roman Catholic ism 
which will need thorough investigation 
in our future discussions. Again, · any 
form of papal primacy that does not 
fu lly safeguard the freedom of the gospel 
is unacceptable to Lutherans. Many 
Roman Catholics manifest similar 
concerns when they insist. for example. 
that the primacy of the Roman bishop 
should not compromise the principle of 
collegiality. 

(46) Everything that we have said 
underlines the fact that the discussion of 
papal primacy between our two 
churches has entered a new phase. It is 
true that the best model for the exercise 
of the Pctrine function through a papacy 
is an issue that remains to be determined. 
At the same time. many of the changes 
decided upon at Vatican II and since are 
a1 least in the process of implementation. 
As examples we could point to the new 
rules for the Roman curia, the abolition 
of the index of prohibited books, the 
c reation of an international synod of 

hishops ml'eting at regular intnvals, and 
the appoi111111cn1 of an international 
.:ommission of 1heolugians. In spite of 
the delay implementing other reforms 
that have hccn under discussion among 
Roman Catholics, we Lutherans must 
maintain our hope that 1hc papacy will 
continue to be renewed. 

We owe it to our Roman Catholic 
brothers to make this optimism evident. 
We acknowledge our profound 
indebtedness to them for the insights into 
their own church that they have 
mediated to us. They need to know in 
turn, about our hopes and prayers for a 
truly evangelical universal ministry in 
the church just as we need to know what 
they are hoping and praying for us. Only 
thus will we be able to help and 
encourage each other in our common 
search for fuller manifestation of the 
unity that we have in Christ. 

(47) We are not prepared in this 
report to spe ll out what the Lutheran 
willingness to recognize the primacy of a 
renewed and restructured papacy might 
mean in practice for Lutheran-Roman 
Catho lic relationships. We are keenly 
aware that we have been speaking of 
possibilities whose actualization remains 
in the future. In the meantime, however, 
we believe that it is important for 
Lutherans 10 work for the renewal of the 
papacy, not only for the sake of their 
Roman Catholic brothers, but a lso for 
their own. 

(48) We ask our churches earnestly to 
consider if the time has not come to 
an.rm a new attitude toward the papacy 
"for the sake of peace and concord in the 
church" .16 and even more for the sake of 
a united witness to Christ in the world. 
Our Lutheran teaching about the church 
a nd the ministry constrains us to believe 
that recognition of papal primacy is 
possible to the degree that a renewed 
papacy would in fact foster faithfulness 
10 the gospel and truly exercise a Petrine 
function within the church. If this is 
indeed what Lutherans hold, ought they 
not to be willing to say so clearly and 
publicly'/ We urge the church bodies 
that have appointed us to accord high 
priority to the discussion of this 
question. 
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Part 3 
Working Out A Typed Unity 

"Could not the pope in our time 
become i11 some real way pastor and 
teacher of all the faithful, even those who 
cannot accept all the claims connected 
with his office? In the light of our 
experience in this dialo,?ue we believe 
that the Roman Catholic Church should 
take definite steps to face this question." 
So state the Roman Catholic participants 
in the national-level Lutheran-Roman 
Catholic dialogue. In their reflections 
released March 4 along with the other 
materials in this issue of "Origins," the 
Catholic participants state their 
acceptance of the papacy, examine some 
problems they feel are associated with the 
papacy, and urge that "a distinct 
canonical status" be worked out by which 
Lutherans could be in official 
communion with the church of Rome. 

(49) In our view as Roman Catholic 
members of the consultation, the 
common statement, while falling short of 
total agreement, represents a major 
advance in the ecumenical discussion of 
one of the most sensitive issues that have 
historically divided the Lutheran and 
Catholic churches. 

The common statement has 
positive significance for us as Roman 
Catholics. Together with the reflections 
of the Lutheran participants it embodies 
a clear recognition on the part of our 
Lutheran colleagues that the church 
needs unifying ministry concerned with 
the worldwide apostolate. and that this 
ministry may he effectively exercised by 
a renewed papacy. at least as a humanly 
constituted organ. 

The common statement, however. 
does not fully reflect everything that we 
believe concerning the papacy. The 
acceptance of the papal office is for us 
imperative because we believe that it is 
willed by God for his church. The 
mission entrusted to the church by 
Christ is served by the papacy. In it God 
has given us a sign of unity and an 
instrument for Christian life and mission. 
Therefore we affirm the traditional 
Roman Catholic position that the 
papacy is. in a true sense, "divinely 
instituted." 
(50) In the course of our discussion in 
this consultation, we have been able to 
refine and nuance our own thinking on 
many points. One important point has 
been precisely the meaning of the 
traditional term "divine right" (ius 
divinum). In earlier centuries it was 
rather commonly thought that this term 
involved, first, institution by a formal act 
of Jesus himself, and second, a clear 
attestation of that act by the New 
Testament or by some tradition believed 
to go back to apostolic times. Since 
"divine right" has become burdened 
with those imp I ications, the term itself 
does not adequately communicate what 
we believe concerning the divine 
institution of the papacy. 
(5/) In the New Testament we have 
found many indications positively 
pointing in the direction of the papacy, 
especially the Petrine texts and the 
various images of Peter alluded to in 
paragraphs 12 and 13 of the common 
statement. We have not, however, found 
a clear and direct affirmation of the 
papacy itself. This fact does not surprise 
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The Catholic Participantj 

or disconcert us. We believe that the 
New Testament is given to us not as a 
finished body of doctrine but as an 
expression of the developing faith and 
institutionalization of the church in the 
first century. 
(52) In many respects the New 
Testament and the doctrines it contains 
are complemented by subsequent 
developments in the faith and life of the 
church. For example. the statements of 
faith in the early creeds, though they are 
in conformity with scripture, go beyond 
the words and thought-patterns of 
scripture. The church itself. moreover. 
had to take responsibility for the 
selection of the canonical books. no list 
of which appears in the scriptures 
themselves. Similarly, the church had to 
specify its sacramental life and to 
structure its ministry to meet the 
requirements and opportunities of the 
post-apostolic period. 
(53) As Roman Catholics we are 
convinced that the papal and episcopal 
form of ministry, as it concretely 
evolved, is a divinely-willed sequel to 
the functions exercised respectively by 
Peter and the other apostles according 
to various New Testament traditions. In 
seeking to carry out its mission 
throughout the Roman Empire the 
episcopate frequently appealed to the 
theological judgment and unifying 
influence of the chair of Peter (cathedra 
Petri) at Rome, where Peter and Paul 
were believed to have been martyred. 
Thus the Petrine function, already 
attested in New Testament times. was 
increasingly taken up by the bishop of 
Rome. 597 



'The Teaching of Vatican I 
(54) In the section of the common 
statement sketching the subsequent 
historical developments of the papacy, 
we have singled out •.the dogmatic 
teaching of Vatican Council I as 
especially important. The teaching of 
this council should be understood 
according to the context of the tinn.-s in 
which it was formulated and the 
intention of the council fathers. To this 
end we may now call attention to some 
principles recently articulated by the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith with regard 10 the historical 
conditioning of dogmatic formulations. 
In a declaration dated June 24, 1973, the 
following four factors are set forth: 

" .. (Vatican) Council 
(I) tended to accent the jur
idical aspects of the papacy 
more than church needs 
would require in the broad
er context of our times." 

a) The meaning of the 
pronouncements of faith depends partly 
upon the expressive power of the 
language used at a certain point in time 
and in particular circumstances. 

b) Sometimes a dogmatic truth is 
first expressed incompletely, but not 
falsely, and later more fully and 
perfectly in a broader context of faith 
and human knowledge. 

c) When the church makes new 
pronouncements, it not only confirms 
what is in some way contained in 
scripture or previous expressions of 
tradition. usually it also has the intention 
of solving specific questions or removing 
specific errors. 

d) Sometimes the truths the 
c hurch intends Lo teach through its 
dogmatic formulations may be 
enunciated in terms that bear traces of 
the changeable conceptions of a given 
epoch.I 
(55) In confronting the specific 
problems and errors of its time. Vatican 
Council I sensed that a concentration on 
the papacy was crucially important, in 
order to sa feguard the church's 
evangelical freedom from political 
pressures and its universa lity in an age of 
divisive national particularism. Yet the 
counc il tended to accent the juridical 
aspects of the papacy more than church 
needs would require in the broader 
context of our times. II has become 
apparent 1ha1 the papal ministry. as a 
spiritual and evangelical task, can and 
needs to find a ••fuller and more perfect 
expression·· 2 than was possible at 
Vatican Council I. Vatican Council II 
has already begun this process. 

(56) Since we have been cautioned by 
i98 the Holy See to recognize the 

conditioning imposed on church 
pronouncements by "the language used 
at a certain point of time and in 
particular circumstances," we must 
carefully interpret adjectives such as 
" full," "supreme," ·•ordinary," and 
"immediate," used by Vatican Council I 
to describe the pope's power of 
jurisdiction. Similar care must be 
exercised in detecting the historical 
conditioning of the affirmation of 
Vatican Council I with respect to the 
conferral of a primacy of "true and 
proper jurisdiction" 3 upon Peter by 
Christ. This affirmation must be 
understood in a way that allows for the 
complex process of gospel development 
explained in Dei Verbum, 19. 
(57) A general directive was given by 
Christ to his disciples: "Earthly kings 
lord it over their people ... yet it cannot 
be 1ha1 way with you·· (Luke 22, 25-26). 
In keeping with this directive, the 
doctrine concerning the papacy must be 
understood in ways that recognize the 
church's total subordination 10 Christ 
and the gospel and its obligation 10 
respect the rights of all individuals, 
groups. and offices both within the 
church and beyond its limits. 
Monarchical absolutism in the church 
would violate the command of Christ. 

Generally speaking, Christians 
today are strongly conscious that the 
Holy Spirit works through all the ranks 
of the faithful and 1ha1 a measure of 
interdependence exists among all who 
exercise ministry on different levels in 
the church. By setting the primacy of the 
pope within the broader context of a 
people-of-God ecclesiology. and by 
promoting a collegial understanding of 
authority in the church, Vatican Council 
II has called for modifications in the 
Roman Catholic understanding of papal 
leadership. 
(58) We share the concern of our 
Lutheran partners in dialogue that 
safeguards should be provided against 
violations of Christian rights and 
freedoms on the pa rt of all ecclesiastical 
authority, papal included . 
Simultaneously, we are conscious of the 
need 10 proceed with caution. In 
particular, the effective exercise of the 
papal ministry requires a large measure 
of power-and power, by its very nature. 
is capable of being abused. 

It is not yet clear what 
restrictions are compatible with the very 
nature of the Petrine function to be 
exercised by the pope-that is, his 
special unifying and ordering ministry 
with reference to the church as a whole 
(see chapter I, par. 4). What limitations 
would leave room for the relative 
independence 1ha1 the papacy must have 
in order to discharge its high mission? 
To impose juridical limits on papal 
power would presumably involve a 
transfer of some of that same power 10 
other organs. which would likewise be 
capable of arbitrary and unchristian 
conduct. 
(59) Our Lutheran partners in 
dialogue acknowledge that their 
independence from the papacy has not 

freed them from al_l abuse of 
ecclesiastical authority. They 
acknowledge that officers and assemblies 
on various levels in any church body are 
themselves capable of violating the 
rights and freedoms of the faithful and of 
resisting God's will for his church. 
(60) As Catholics we consider that, 
notwithstanding some human failings, 
the papacy has been a signal help in 
protecting the gospel and the church 
against particularistic distortions. It has 
served the faith and life of the church in 
ways too numerous to mention. While 
we look forward to changes in the style 
of papal leadership corresponding 10 the 
needs and opportunities of our times, we 
cannot foresee any set of circumstances 
that would make it desirable, even if it 
were possible, to abolish the papal 
office. 
(61) To our Lutheran brothers we 
wish to express our thanks for the 
wisdom and concern they have shared 
with us as we have in dialogue with them 
tried to formulate responsible views 
concerning the papacy. We have learned 
that they, as Lutherans, consider the 
faithful proclamation of the gospel in the 
Roman Catholic communion to be their 
concern as well as ours. We ask them 10 
continue to support us by their 
understanding, counsel , and prayer. 
(62) In exploring the possible future 

" ... We cannot foresee 
any set of circumstances 
that would make it desir
able, even if it were 
possible, to abolish the 
papal office." 

relationships between the Lutheran 
churches and the papacy, as we have 
done in this consultation, we have been 
addressing central ecclesial issues raised 
by the Reformation. These issues have 
not been solved by the polemical 
approaches of the past four centuries. 
but we are bold enough to hope 1ha1 the 
kind of collaboration we have 
experienced in this dialogue may be a 
prelude 10 a new relationship between 
our traditions. 

In terms of the Petrine function 
we believe that both Lutherans and 
Roman Catholics may no longer avoid 
the question: Could not the pope in our 
time become in some rea l way pastor and 
teacher of all the faithful. even those 
who cannot accept all the claims 
connected with his office'! In the light of 
our e11perience in this dialogue we 



believe 1ha1 1he Roman Catholic church 
shou Id take defini1e slcps lo face lhis 
quesuon. 
(63) In view of 1heir own panicular 
spirilual palrimony and. nol leas1, 1heir 
own l1rm conviclions concerning 1he 
papacy ilself. Lu1herans will presumably 
nol be in a posi1ion lo adopl 1hc same 
rclalionship 10 1he sec of Rome 1hal is 
curreruly held by Roman Calholics. Bul 
we suggcsl in our common s1a1cme111 

(para. 33), 1ha1 a dis1inc1 canonical 
slalUs may be worked oul by which 
Lu1herans could be in official 
communion wi1h 1he church of Rome. 
Such a resloralion of communion, we 
believe. would be of greal benefil lo 
Roman Calholics. and w Lulherans. 
enabling them both to share in a broader 
Christian heritage. In such a wider com
munion of chun:hes the papacy would 
he able to serve as a sign and instrument 

of unity, not simply for Roman 
Catholics, bul for 01hers who have never 
ceased 10 pray and labor for the manifest 
unity of the whole church of Christ. 

Footnotes 
Clapwr T'bltt 

I. Acta Aposrolicae Sedis 65 (1973), 402-
403. 

2. ll'iid .. p. 40l 
3. DS .~054-3055. 

Part 4 Appendix /Historical Criticisi 

The Development Of The Papacy __ 
Members of the national-level 

Lutheran-Catholic dialogue "have judged 
that historical criticism, though by no 
means the supreme arbiter, must be used 
as a gift from God in the contemporary 
discussions amonf? Christians," states a 
note appended to the statement released 
March 4 by the t?roup. The appended 
note explains the use of historical 
criticism-especially patristic and New 
Testament researc~in discussions of 
the development •~( the papacy. 

In previous discussions and 
published volumes of the Lutheran
Roman Calholic dialogue concerning 
creed. bap1ism. eucharis1. and ministry. 
we have paid atlention 10, and have been 
strongly influenced by, bolh 1he 
scriptures and church history. But in 1he 
discussions on the papacy. the amount of 
biblical and his1orical daia lo he 
reviewed and analyzed was so enormous 
rhar ir seemed impossible to have the 
da1a examined wi1h scholarly precision 
by cxpens in each discipline at the bi 
annual meetings of the dialogue or 10 
print full treaunent of the data in the 
current volume. Therefore a decision 
was taken in the dialogue meetings at 
Miami (February, 1971) and at 
Greenwich. Connecticut (September. 
1971) to commission smaller task forces 
lo study the ba..:kground of the papacy 
during two particularly sensitive periods, 
namely New Testament and patristic 
times. and to digest the results of these 
studies for use in the dialogue. 

In each instance two members 
from the national dialogue. one 
Lu1heran and one Roman Catholic. were 
appointed to chair these task forces in 
order to keep 1he national dialogue 
abreast of the results. The New 
Testament <.:o-chairman were Raymond 
E. Brown and John Reumann; the 
pa trist ics co-chairmen were James F. 
McCuc and Arthur Carl Picpkorn. 

The New Testament 1ask force 
met some fifteen times between October. 
1971 and Man.:h. I 973. Since it was felt 
that a study of Peter's role in the New 
Testament as background for the papacy 
might serve many purposes. including 
the needs of other ecumenical dialogues, 
1he membership of this task force was 
broadened to include Episcopal and 

Reformed scholars. The results of their 
inquiry were published in September, 
1973 under the title, Peter in the New 
Testament , by a Lutheran (Augsburg) 
and a Roman Catholic 
(Paulist/Newman) publishing house. 

The patristics task force 
originally envisaged a joint document 
analogous 10 Peter in the New 
Testament. After canvassing for 
suggestions it met in December, 1971. 
Arthur Piepkorn and James McCue then 
prepared drafts covering the pre- and 
post-Nicene periods respectively. These 
were discussed at a two-day meeting in 
December. 1972. 

After revision the two reports 
were presented to the dialogue group at 
San Antonio in February, 1973. Further 
revisions were 1hen made. Because of the 
vastness and complexity of the material. 
it was out of the question for the entire 
1ask force to examine the primary and 
secondary documentation with the kind 
of detail possible for the New Testament. 
II was therefore decided that the papers 
would appear in this volume' under 1he 
names of their principle co-authors 
rather than as joint reports. 

Since the studies produced by the 
1wo task forces have their own integrity, 
readers of this volume are urged to 
examine them firsthand. However, the 
portions of our common statement on 
"Ministry and the Church Universal" 
which deal with the New Testament (par. 
9- 13) and with the patristic era (par. 15-
18) have been written in light of the 
conclusions of 1he respective task forces. 
We present here a brief analysis of the 
thrust of these two task force studies. 

Our discussions on the roles of 
Peter in the New Testament and on the 
relation of Peter's roles to the status of 
the bishops of Rome in the first five 
centuries must not be considered simply 
as informative oackground for this 
volume. Roman Catholicism has 
presented its claims for the papacy 
precisely in terms of a relationship of the 
bishop of Rome to Peter. 

It was the view of Vatican 
Council I that Christ constituted Peter 
chief of all the apostles and visible head 
of the whole church on earth, and that 
oy Christ's institution Peter would 
always have successors in that office 
who are the bishops of Rome. Such a 

formulation expressed a point of Roman 
Catholic faith in historical language, and 
therefore raises at least two questions for 
contemporary scholars. 

First, how is the role of the 
bishop of Rome historically related to 
the roles of Peter as described in the 
New Testament? Second, to what degree 
are the pictures of Peter in . the New 
Testament genuinely historical'? To 
answer the first question requires 
information from both the patristic and 
New Testament fields; to answer the 
second question is a matter of New 
Testament research. 

Since there is a strong element of 
history in the Roman Catholic claim, it 
was important that both task forces 
employ the methods in common use 
today for scientific historical study. At 
1he same time it must not be assumed 

" ... The Roman Catho
lic who is conscious of 
historical criticism will 
not expect to find Peter in 
the first century acting in 
the same manner as the 
pope in the fifth century." 

that historical criticism can answer with 
certainty the two questions asked. But 
such study sometimes changes the 
perspective of the discussion. 

In answering the . first question, 
for instance, the Ruman Catholic who is 
conscious of historical criticism will not 
expect to find Peter in the first century 
acting in the same manner as the pope in 
the fifth century. The Lutheran who is 
conscious of historical criticism will 
admit that if Peter did no t act in the 
manner of a later pope. the relationship 
of the papacy to Peter is not necessarily 
disproved. Both of them must come to 
terms with the fact of historical 
development. 

Awareness of this historical 
development on the part of the New 599 



 

Testament task force is illustrated in 
Peter in the New Testament: 

•• ... papacy in its developed form 
cannot be read hack into the New 
Testament: and it will help neither papal 
opponents nor papal supporters to have 
the model of later papacy hefore their 
eyes when discussing the role of Peter. 
For 1ha1 very reason we have tended to 
avoid .. loaded" terminology in reference 
10 Peter. e.g. primacy. jurisdiction. Too 
often in the past. arguments about 
whether or not Peter has a .. universal 
primacy" have blinded scholars to a 
more practical agreement about such 
things as the widely accepted importance 
of Peter in the New Testament and his 
diversified image."2 

Similarly, the reports on the 
patristic period note that, as institutions 
are affected by the challenges and needs 
of the times, the papacy can be no 
exception. As a clearly identifiable 
institution the Roman primacy emerged 
gradually. Some of the clements that 
would later be combined to constitute 
the Roman primacy were already in 
existence before N icaea. Yet it was in the 
post-Nicene period that a claim was 
clearly made by a number of Roman 
bishops that they succeeded Peter in his 
responsibility for all the churches. In 
neither the East nor the West were the 
responses to this claim without 
fluctuation and ambiguity. 

These hiblical and patristic 
studies have examined the roles 
of Peter and of the Roman pontiffs 
in the context of the first five centuries. 
As a result, they do not directly answer 
the later questions which the national 
dialogue has faced. F o r instance, 
Paragraph 13 of the common statement 
portrays Peter as having various roles in 
New Testament times; attention is drawn 
in particular to his roles as the great 
fisherman {missionary). the shepherd 
(pastor) of the sheep. the martyr, the 
receiver of special revelation , the 
confessor of the true faith, the guardian 
of faith against false teaching. 

The line of development of such 
images is obviously reconcilable with, 
and indeed favorable 10. the claims of 
the Roman Catholic Church for the 
papacy. The same may be said of some 
images of Peter which appeared in early 
patristic times. Yet important questions 
remain:.1 To what extent is the trajectory 
of these images, as traced by recent 
scholars. influenced by the events of 
later history'! How do images not so 
favorable to papal claims, e.g., that of 
Peter as a weak and sinful man, affect the 
general picture·1 One may also ask the 
further theological question: How 
should these developments be 
interpreted in the light of God's 
providence? 

Thus, the studies of the two task 
forces clear aside some of the obstacles 
faced in the past. They do not, however, 
rel ieve us of the difficult task of 
evaluating the histo rical developments 
of the Petrine image and of the papacy. 
But a discernment of the hand of God in 

600 history is not a matter of historical 

criticism; it is rather a question for 
theological reflection. In its work, 
therefore, the national dialogue has had 
to go beyond the results of historical 
study as presented hy the two task forces. 

We arc aware of the fact that the 
hihlical and patristic reports do not 
reflect total agrc,~mem among scholars. 
Even within one church. researchers 
may disagree over the meaning of a text 
or document. No aucmpt has heen made 
to gloss over the instances where no 
unanimous results could be arrived at. 

Diversity of scholarly opinion, 
especiall-y in relation to the New 
Testament, may be misunderstood by 
those who believe that the interpretation 
of the Bible should not be subject to the 
vagaries of human scholarship and 
should reach divine certainty. Such a 
simplistic view has sometimes been 
fostered among Protestants by the 
assertion that the Bible, being the sole 
rule of faith, should be immediately 
clear to all Christian readers. Among 
Roman Catholics, this simplistic view 
has sometimes found support in the 
contention that since church authority is 
the infallible interpreter of scripture, its 

"The Lutheran who is 
conscious of historical 
criticism will admit that 
if Peter did not act in the 
manner of a later pope, the 
relationship of the papacy 
to Peter is not necessarily 
disproved." 

meaning has been decided once for all. 
However, while the members of 

this national dialogue clearly accept 
their respective traditions on the 
interpretation of scripture, they 
recognize that scholarly analysis of the 
documents often blunts the edge of some 
affirmations found in these traditions. 
For instance, such a technical question 
as the exact historical description of 
Peter's role during his lifetime cannot be 
answered simply by citing scriptural 
texts or authoritative teachings of the 
magisterium. 

The recognition of difficulties 
and the presentation of a tolerable 
diversity of opinions about the meaning 
of the sources studied constitute a 
challenge to the churches to re-examine 
some past assumptions. Do the positions 
that seemed clear in the Reformation 
and the 19th century remain equally 
clear today? Might not new possibilities 
of agreement be opened by a 
reconsideration of the relation of the 
papacy to Peter in the light of modern 
historical method? 

The only alternatives to the type 
of hiswrical criticism that allow for 
diversity of interpretation are the 

opposing theses which either affirm or 
deny that the papacy is found in the New 
Testament or the patristic 
documentation. Such theses entail the 
corollary that those who do not find the 
clear doctrine. whatever it might he. 
must h,· either uninformed or in had 
faith. This inkr,·nc,· has. over the last 
four c,·nturics. produced linle progr,·ss 
in bringing Christians together. By 
contrast, the members of the national 
dialogue have judged that historical 
criticism, though by no means the 
supreme arbiter, must be used as a gift 
from God in the contemporary 
discussions among Christians.□ 
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