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Anglicanism and the nature and

exercise of Authority in the Church

THE first step towards understanding the nature of anything is to ask,
What is it for? Only after establishing purpose does one normally en-
quire about functioning, How does it work and what are its com-
ponents? What do its working and exercise involve?

Furthermore, if one is to understand its nature, one has to translate
the thing into its proper ambience because the setting in which it oper-
ates furnishes part of its meaning. Here, the koinonia itself is the
ambience since it is about authority in the Church that we are thinking.

Authority in the Church is therefore not just and simply an instru-
ment for making the troops toe the line. It is deeply involved in the
matter of establishing what that line is and what its relation is to the
proclamation of the Gospel. Volumes could be, and indeed have been
written on the modes of exercising ecclesiastical authority, on the organs
of authority and their location within the Church and this remains an
aspect of one of the most intractable problems for the ecumenical
movement.' But all of this is more or less beside the point until there
-is agreement as to the nature of authority in the Church, as to what its
primary function is in the life of the koinonia. The models for the
different forms of secular authority are therefore not perfect analogues
here for this very reason, that the ambience of Christian authority is the
common life in the Body of Christ. So, without pre-empting the answer
to the question, What is augthority in the Church for; we can expect
to find that authority will be seen both as a service to the Church and
as an aspect of authentic ecclesiality. And this is the case simply because
Christian authority is not an end in itself. Built into it is a system of
checks which ought to prevent it from overbalancing into authoritarian-
ism and these checks in fact turn out to be components of the model
of Christian authority as it was understood, for example, in the Church

1. See, for example, Ecclesiastical Authority and Spiritual Power (London
1969) by Hans von Campenhausen; Authority in the Church (London
1966) by John L. McKenzie S.J.; Religious Authority in an Age of Doubt
(London 1968) by Rupert E. Davies; Christian Truth (London 1975), by
,]I;hn ?{c_)_ventry S.]J.; Infallible? (English Translation, London 1971), by

ans Kiing.

{ gGA

ANGLICANISM AND AUTHORITY IN THE CHURCH 77

of the Fathers, and of the multiple concept of authority which is part
of the Anglican ethos.

What then is the purpose of authority within the life of the pilgrim
Church? Put simply, the answer would be that the object of the
authority-process is to maintain the Church in the truth. Process is the
right word, because what is, or should be, going on is a continuous
interaction between the guidance of the Spirit, who leads into all the
truth, and the human authorities in the Church, as they constantly
attempt to mediate the ultimate Christian authority, the Lordship of
Christ, through the Church’s teaching and life, proclamation and wit-
ness: ‘All authority has been given to me in heaven and on earth. Go
therefore and make disciples of all nations’ (Matt. 28:19-20). That they
can inadequately mitror and even distort that authority seems also to
be part of history (Article XIX says that various Churches have
‘erred, not only in their living and manner of ceremonies, but also in
matters of faith’).

The problem of authority in the Church is therefore a complex one
from the start and the various ingredients in the mix quickly begin to
be discernible: permanence in the truth and its relation to the infallibil-
ity or to the indefectibility of the Church; the question of the criteria
by which truth is established and maintained; the levels of authority
attributable in this process to General Councils, to the consensus
fidelium and ot the magisterium. Once one begins to analyse authority
in its ecclesial context one becomes acutely aware of a hidden agenda.

Furthermore, the different levels .of authority and the various modes
or instrumentalities through which these operate in particular Churches
at different times in history have tended to occupy the foreground of the
picture. The result has been (to change metaphors) that people have
often been unable to see the wood for the trees. The primary realities
are authority itself and its ptirpc’:se",and the fact that authority is a pos-
session of the whole Church. “The instrumentalities — councils,
episcopacy, papacy, presbytery, synods—are secondary, though im-
portant, and it is in this area that the roots of Christian divergence go
deep. This is the casz not just through the chances of historical develop-
ment only but because of differing concepts of how these various
modes of authority relate to authority’s function of maintaining the
Church in the truth.
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So, before asking what are the implications, as far as the question
of authority is concerned, of the various Anglican formularies, of the
pronouncements of Lambeth Conferences and of Anglican theological
method, we ought to set Christian authority in the context of the whole
Church. “The Church . . . hath authority’ says Article XX. How, and
in what way, does the apostolic community understand the authority

which it claims?
' In the first place authority in the Church is a derived or conferred

.' authority: ‘He that hears you hears me’ (Luke "10:16). This in fact is

the normal meaning of the Greek word exousia usually translated as
‘authority’ in the New Testament: ‘For both Jewish and Christian
thought the ultimate, though not necessarily the immediate, source of
all authority whatever is God himself’.? What is fundamental in the
Church is the authority of Christ as the living Lord of the Church who
gave the Holy Spirit to form the relationship of the members of the
Body to its Head and to create the common life in the Body of Christ
and to guide its members into the truth. The Spirit both informs and
impels the proclamation of Christ to the world through the members
of the Church living and conveying this common faith and shared
commitment. ‘I was determinéd that the full truth of the Gospel should
be maintained for you’ wrote St. Paul (Gal. 2:5) and the recurring New
Testament phrases ‘the truth of Christ’ and ‘the truth of the Gospel’
underline the vital importance of maintaining the Church in the truth.?
The inner dynamic of the apostolic community and the essential linking
of the authority<process with the truth are both clear in the promisc
to the post-resurrection church; ‘When he comes who is the Spirit of
truth, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his
own authority, but will tell only what he hears . . . He will glorify me,
for everything that he makes known to you he will draw from what is
mine’. (John 16:13, 14).

The Church’s life in Christ and its proclamation of ‘the truth of the
Gospel’, in both of which the Spirit is continuously at work, necessarily

2. cp. 4 Tluolagwal Word Book of the Bible (London 1950), ed. Aian
Richardson, p

26-7.
3. cp. Ro. 125 37 15:8; 2 Cor. 11:10; Gal. 2:5, 14; Col. 1:5.
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involve the passing on to each generation of the record of the life of
Jesus, of His words, and of the consequent conviction that His work
was that of Saviour and Redeemer. Thus the Scriptural record of this
early period becams and remained the primary standard of assay for
the truth of the Gospel, a foundation document through which the
authority of the Word of God is formative and normative for the faith
of the new community.

This highlights the second aspect of authority in the church, that it
is in its essence mextncably bound up with the truth of the faith ‘once
for all delivered” (Jude 3). In fact, the New Testament sees function
and_nature in this connection as inseparable for the right understanding
of -the Church which is ‘God’s household, that is, the church of the
living God, the pillar and bulwark of the truth’ (1 Tim. 3:15). The
context in the epistle makes it clear that ‘the truth’ refers objectively
to the Christian faith. This is reflected in Article XX where both the
Church’s function as festis et conservatrix and the primacy of the
Scriptural criterion of saving faith are merged in the description of
authority in the Church.* The deposit is to be guarded in (I Tim. 6:
20) but ‘with the help of the Holy Scripture dwelling with us’ (2 Tim.
1:14), implying not a continuous revelation but a continuous interpre-
tation of ‘what has been delivered’. Authority’s judicial function in the
Church is thus to be declartive of the truth. This operates in a variety
of ways varying from General Councils, synods, episcopates, to the
consent_of the universal church and to a multiple authority, and all the
time- certain norms are operative to ensure that the ‘deposit’ (the

4. Article XX: ‘The Church hath power (ius) to decree Rites or Ceremonies,

and Authority (auctoritatem) in controversies of Faith: And yet it is not
lawful for the Church to ordain any thing that is contrary to God's Word
written, neither may it expound one place of scripture that it be re-
pugnant to another, Wherefore, although the Church be a witness and a
keeper (testis et conservatrix) of Holy ‘Writ, yet, as it ought not to decree
anything against the same, so besides the same ought it not to enforce
anything to be believed for necessity of Salvation.’
Note the terms used. Jus is legislative authority, while auctoritas is
judicial authority. The latter is part of the Church’s witnessing function
by means of which the Church declares what the truth is and has been
(hapax). ‘Authority does not create truth, by manuiactunng new dogmas,
or defining new sins. It witnesses to the truth. Tt does not say ‘this is
true because I say it’, but ‘I say this because it is true’. Authonty exer-
cises itself not by dcﬁmng itself, but by defining the truth, and rejecting
error. Indeed it rather avmds new definitions’ (‘Authonty, by Cosslett
Quin in New Divinity, Vol. 6, No. 2 p. 91).
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fundamental objective content and quality of ‘the truth of the Gospel?”)
is preserved undistorted.

Finally, no assessment of authority in the Church can exclude the
authority of authentic Christian praxis or that of special charisms within
the community.® Today the Christian Church exists in a society in which
authority is at a discount in the ecclesiastical and political fields and in
human relatons generally. It is also a society which sets little store by
the concept of orthodoxy. These are two facets of the one reaction and
while the Church’s human instruments of authority could easily falsify
their authentic function by falling in with this mood uncritically, no
theologian in his senses will dismiss the reaction out of hand for it
contains both accusation and challenge. If in any demonstrable and
remediable way the apostolic community is failing in its outreach of
love and proclamation of the truth, then it is failing to be recognisable
by its fruits. In attempting to maintain the Church in the truth, the
use of a defective over-intellectualised concept of orthodoxy by the
human instruments of authority can result jn a partial presentation of
the truth. Orthodoxy and orthopraxy are two aspects of the one faith-
commitment of the koinonia. There is need to reset the balance by re-
covering the idea of the wholeness of the truth by means of the
Johannine insight about ‘doing the truth’ (1 John 1:6 and cp. Ro. 2:
8, ‘obeying the truth’). Truth is not only a matter of believing but also
of being and doing. This too is part of the deposit which authority must
guard lest it be distorted or sentimentalised into the proposition that it
doesn’t matter what someone believes so long as he thinks he is doing
right,

Authority’s function is made more complex and the self-understanding
of ‘the authorities’ more difficult in an age where numerous groups
and movements proliferate in the Church. Some are fully committed,
others are peripheral, but at their best these movements and the various
communautés de base of the seventies are asking searching questions
and advancing radical criticisms which for many people are a way of
saying that the Church is after all relevant to life as they know it—even
if what they desire is not the Church as they know it. The style there-
fore of authority’s functioning is not just a merely marginal aspect of
the whole problem today. As they discharge the function of authority

5. cp. Report of the Lambeth Conference 1948, Report, p. 85.
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which is to maintain the Church in the truth, the human authorities
have the ‘ability to distinguish the true spirits from the false’ (I Cor.
12:10). This discernment has at times to be exercised in the interests of
all. But since the apostolic community is a priestly people, the gift of
discernment is not solely theirs nor even that of the episcope of the
ordained ministry but belongs to the whole Church though this episcope
has its special and authentic role here. The consent and response of the
faithful enter into the process. What this must increasingly imply for
the exercise of authority in the Church will be more co-responsibility,
more consultation and testing—more of a process and fewer
pronunciamenti. The norms and criteria must be applied in the interssts
of ‘the truth of the Gospel’; even on occasion an edict of ‘the authori-
ties’ can and ought to be part of the authority-process, for ‘the Church
hath authority in controversies of faith’. But the style of its exercise
must have more of a patient discerning, of assessing and assisting. If
maintaining the new community in the truth requires it in any given
set of circumstances, ‘the authorities’s will offer fraternal correction
before condemnation. But the guess may be hazarded that, in ‘the
shape of the Church to come’, there will be more building from below
and more emphasis on discerning, declaring and stimulating. Authority,
now at a discount for many, might not lose in effectiveness since it
could gain in credibility.®

III
Assuming that the various aspects of the problem have been fairly

indicated, what picture of the nature and exercise of authority in the

Church emerges from Anglican thinking and practice? To begin with,
for Anglicans authority as truth-maintaining and authority as power
to legislate and administer, are inseparably linked and firmly sited with-
in the framework of the koinonia. Authority in the Church is Christ’s;
the faith is that which was delivered, the truth of which is established
by scripture and antiquity; the exercise of authority is through the
bishops, synods, and ecclesiastical courts, and the ecclesial structure
which governs and contains this exercise is that of the episcopate of
the Catholic Church. All this is set out, for example, in the Preamble

6. cp. part three of The Shape of the Church to Come (English translation,
London 1974) by Karl Rahner, S.].







