Bishop Christopher Butler, O.S.B.

AUTHORITY AND THE CHRISTIAN CONSCIENCE*

At the risk of begging a number of questions that would deserve
answers in a treatise but must remain unanswered in a lecture, the
interests of clarity require that I should say a few words about the use
I intend to make of the three terms: authority, conscience and the
Christian conscience.

I distinguish authority from constraint. Constraint, as I understand
it, is an external limitation imposed upon the freedom of behavior of
those upon whom constraint is exercised. Constraint, according to one
theory, by impeding the passage of Greek merchant vessels through
the Dardanelles and only allowing them to proceed on payment of

*This article was the inaugural lecture of the annual Thomas Verner Moore
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D.C. as part of its fiftieth anniversary celebration and offered in cooperation with
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f Laws honoris causa. Elected Abbot of Downside Abbey for three successive
erms (1946, 1954, 1962), Bishop Butler was also elected Abbot-President of the
English Benedictine Congregation in 1961 and in that capacity he attended the
sessions of the Second Vatican Council where his views on ecumenism and
Scripture were highly valued.

In 1967 Pope Paul VI appointed Abbot Butler to be Auxiliary to the Arch-
bishop of Westminster, Cardinal Heenan, Currently, Bishop Butler acts as
President of the diocesan seminary, St. Edmund’s College at Ware, and serves
as Episcopal Vicar for the county of Hertfordshire. The Editor is indebted to
the kindness of the Rt. Rev. Alban Boultwood, O.S.B., Abbot of St. Anselm’s
Abbey, Washington, for permission to publish this inaugural lecture.
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customs charges to the Trojans, provoked the Siege of Troy. Trojan
constraint had limited the freedom of movement of the Greek sailors,
and Greek constraint eventually destroyed the power of Troy and
placed the constraint of death upon its king. Constraint, then, operates
by limiting human freedom. This it can do not only by the actual exer-
cise of force but by the threat of force —sanctions as we call them
today. An unscrupulous citizen might be deterred from falsifying his
tax returns only by the fear of civil punishment. In short, we may say
that as constraint increases in range and effectiveness, so freedom is
diminished.

Authority is often combined with constraint, and it is often held
that authority and freedom are related in the same way as constraint
and freedom; so that when authority increases in effectiveness and
range, freedom is correspondingly diminished. I do not so understand
authority.

True authority makes no attempt to diminish human freedom. On
the contrary, it presupposes that freedom and, in principle, desires to
see it functioning untrammeled. For authority does not dictate with
the threat of sanctions; it appeals to freedom and invites freedom
to come into act. But the freedom it appeals to is responsible freedom.
The characteristic language of authority is not the language of neces-
sity (“you must do so or so—or else”) but the language of duty: “You
ought to behave in the way I propose, and in so behaving you will
expand the area of your true freedom.”

For freedom is not something that exists by and in itself. It is directed
to a goal in which it will find its own full self-expression. It has an
intention inscribed within it, and this intention summons it to become
not mere freedom to do anything you like, but responsible freedom: a
freedom that adjusts itself and its subject to the reality beyond itself,
apart from which there can be no subject and no freedom.

Responsible freedom looks beyond itself to a norm of action that is
conformed to reality. And it is to responsible freedom that authority
addresses itself, not to constrain or to command but to illuminate and
enable. At the moment when authority takes on the aspect of command
and menace, it allows itself to be corrupted by constraint.

Authority is not absent from the world of science and intellectual
growth. The world of science is maintained in actual existence by the
collaboration of many scientists, and this collaboration depends on
mutual confidence between scientists. If every scientist had to make for
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himself the discoveries, and give birth within himself, unaided and
undirected, to the intuitions of an Einstein, there would be little
progress in science. Very many scientists take their Einstein on trust
because they have recognized his authority. Even those who prefer to
re-think Einstein for themselves choose to do so because they recognize
the authority of their predecessor, directing them to this set of questions
and answers rather than to a myriad of alternatives that lack similar
authority.

Note, however, that the authority of the great scientists is not some-
thing that imposes itself against the will of those on whom it is exer-
cised. On the contrary, they welcome it and it is only as so welcomed
and voluntarily accepted that it enlarges, instead of constraining, their
thought.

Freedom, exercised with responsibility, is what I propose to call
\_gz_’;gc_i_c‘ncc, tﬁough I am aware that a respectable linguistic tradition
prefers to use the word “conscience” always of an act of judgment and
not of a habit of responsibility. The conscientious man, for me, is the
same as the man of good will to whom the Second Vatican Council
addressed its message in the Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World. He is not necessarily a Christian believer, though he may
be such.

The Christian conscience is the conscience of a man who has ac-
cepted as true, and wishes to follow as a guide for behavior, the self-
disclosure of God in and as Christ. I hasten to add that, in my view,
this acceptance and the resultant resolution for behavior, are them-
selves, in one aspect, the fruit of responsible freedom. A Christian who
has not yet reached years, as we used to say, of discretion, one who is
not yet able to exercise responsible freedom because of his immaturity,
is not capable of Christian responsibility in the full sense; has no
Jeveloped Christian conscience. A full Christian is one who has dis-
covered that he will be what he has made himself, and that he has
freedom and therefore an obligation to make himself such as he ought
to be.

Christian faith, accepted by the believer in particular acts and then
by a habit of responsible freedom, relates a man directly to God.
Directly, but mediately; and the mediator is Jesus Christ. Thus di-
rected, the believer attains a certain knowledge of God. God is in
himself the Absolute Mystery, the unattainable horizon and infinite
support, of all created existence. And yet man has an unquenchable,
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if often hardly conscious, aspiration to penetrate that Mystery and to
know the unknowable. And the Christian believes that “he that hath
seen” Jesus of Nazareth “has seen the Father.” We cannot know God
by our own efforts; but God has spoken a word in our human lan-
guage, a Word made flesh for our salvation—and not least for our
intellectual salvation.

JESUS REVEALS GOD

Because God is unattainable by our own efforts, the Word of God
comes to us from beyond the horizon of our experience. But because
we have a latent aspiration towards God, He comes to us as the Reality
for which we were made, and in whom we find our own full expansion
and self-realization. Moreover, this latent aspiration of our being is
fundamental to our existence. It slumbers in the very heart or apex of
our being, and it is when the Word of God is spoken within us that we
begin really to live and not merely to exist. Only a personal Word of a
personal God could thus meet and supply the latent possibilities of our
personhood. No general or abstract law, law of the material universe or
law of natural morality, not even such a law revealed by God, could
thus touch us and lift us at once beyond ourselves and into our full
selfhood.

The Word of God made flesh is thus not just our lawgiver. He is
above all the one who speaks God to us; and who does so both by what
he says and by what he is and does and suffers. He is, in the plenitude
of his historical existence, not only the mediator but the fullness of
divine self-disclosure and of divine self-giving.

What does he tell us of God by his words? He tells us that God is
supremely and, it would seem, unconditionally generous. “He makes
his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends his rain on the just
and on the unjust.” He is the shepherd who leaves the ninety and nine
sheep on the mountainside while he goes in search of the one sheep
that had strayed. He is the woman who, instead of rejoicing over the
nine drachmas that she has not lost, searches high and low for the one
lost coin, and when she has found it calls her friends together to re-
joice with her. He is the father who does not wait for the prodigal’s
confession but runs to cast his arms about him and kiss him. He is
even the owner of the vineyard who chooses, out of sheer and —to
human eyes—even inequitable generosity to pay the eleventh-hour
workers as much as those who have borne the labor and heat of the
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whole day. And he is the one who sent Jesus to summon “not the
righteous but sinners to repentance.”

Since Jesus Christ is not only the mediator of the message but him-
self the message, we can learn of God not only from his words but
from his deeds. It is therefore not for nothing that we see Jesus healing
the sick, giving sight to the blind and hearing to the deaf, casting out
devils—and breaking through the conventions of Palestinian Judaism
by consorting with publicans and sinners. And it is a revelation of
God when we see Jesus suffering, crying out in agony on the Cross in
the Psalmist’s words: “My God, My God, why has thou forsaken me?”
and dying in a final gesture of appeal to a world which had rejected
him.

Jesus speaks God to us not only by his words about God, his deeds
.nd his sufferings, but by what he was. What he was is only partially
lisclosed to us in his words. But he does speak of himself as “meek
and humble of heart,” as the teacher whose yoke is easy and his burden
light — surely offering our philosophy unexpected insights on the God
whom he reveals. And above all, Jesus is the one who addressed his
prayers to his “heavenly Father,” and who expressed the uniqueness of
his relationship with him as a relationship of sonship. If the supreme
revelation of God is one who prayed as a son to his Father, then this
tells us something about God himself, who henceforth for Christian
believers will be not supremely the Creator, the Lord of history, the
Lord of hosts, the Almighty one (though he is all these things) but
“the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.”

What seems to follow from such reflections is that, for the Christian ¢
conscience, the archetypal authority is the authority of a God who is
totally generous and absolutely forgiving love, and that this authority,
at its supreme moment of self-actualization, is an authority that not
only appeals rather than commands, but appeals with the fullness of
‘uve. All authority, after all, is the self-presentation not of mere fact
but of value to the subject addressed. The authority of truth, for in-
stance, is anything but the brute constraint of fact. Science has no
authority over us except in its quality of truth or attempted truth, and
the authority of scientists is also an authority of personal and intellec-
tual value. Love, for the Christian, is the supreme value. God is supreme
love, and the authority of God is therefore something that comes to us
with an appeal analogous to that of love as we know it in its best ex-
pressions in our human relations.
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No one can constrain another to love him; and any so-called love
that was caused by constraint would be less than satisfactory not only
to the lover but to the beloved. Love only operates perfectly in perfect
freedom. Love is tender and kind and respectful, exigent indeed but
with an exigency that is identical with its patience and its respect for
the person wooed. God has never made anyone love him without the
free consent, involving for adult human beings the possibility of with-
holding consent, to the offer of God’s self-giving that we call grace.

If such is authority in its supreme embodiment and self-disclosure,

the very authority of God, it would seem that we have certain lessons
to learn about authority in God’s Church, the body of Christ who is
God self-revealed, self-offered and (if man does not withhold his con-
sent) self-given. We should suppose that authority in the Church is
most true to itself when those who wield it speak not in terms of
dictation and constraint, but in terms of loving appeal. Constraint
limits freedom, and appeal enlarges it. And Christ came that we
might have life, and have it more abundantly. We should perhaps be
a little suspicious of the kind of father-confessor who generally exacts
“blind obedience” from his penitents and those who come to him for
spiritual direction. We should be happier with the director who spoke
in such terms as were used by that lay spiritual director, Baron
Friedrich von Hiigel:
Religion is indeed authoritative, since only if felt and accepted as not of
our making but of God’s giving is it religion at all . . . Yes . . . authority is
exercised and experienced in and through our human religious sense and
conscience . . . Hence . . . you will not for one moment strain or torture
yourself, to think or do any of the things here proposed to you. Only in the
degree and manner in which, after thinking them well over, in a prayerful
and open disposition, they really come home to your mind and really appeal
to your own heart and conscience will you quietly accept them and try
and work them into your life.

A remarkable modern lay thinker writes of authority in what he calls
“a religion of appeal.” He who wields authority in such a religion
should not see himself as

a cog in a system of government but rather as one who helps each of his
inferiors in their quest of what is spiritual. He knows that he cannot dictate
this quest, nor even teach in a precise way how it should be conducted. So

1Letter to a young girl, 11 March 1918, quoted in Joseph P. Whelan, The
Spirituality of Friedrich von Hiigel (London, 1971) pp. 226f.
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