
Church, World and
the Christian Life:
Practical-Prophetic

Ecclesiology

Cambridge University Press

NICHOLAS M. HEALY



Church, World and the Christian Life

This book argues that modern ecclesiology exhibits two
unfortunate tendencies: it describes the church in ideal terms,
rather than directly addressing the problems of its everyday,
sinful activity; and it undermines the distinctiveness of the
church and its way of life. The book analyzes the impact of
pluralism and inclusivism upon ecclesiology, and draws upon
von Balthasar’s theodramatic theory, MacIntyre’s theory of
traditional inquiry, postmodern critiques of humanism, and
postmodern ethnography to develop a more flexible and
concrete ecclesiology that can better address the practical and
pastoral needs of the church. This alternative ecclesiology
strongly affirms the need for the church to debate with those
who challenge its claims and their embodiment, both from
within and externally. The book concludes by discussing how
the church may construct its own theological forms of
historical, sociological and ethnographic analysis of both the
church and society.

N i c h o l a s  M .  H e a l y is Associate Professor of Theology
and Religious Studies at St. John’s University, New York. He is
a member of the American Academy of Religion, the Catholic
Theological Society of America, the Canadian Theological
Society, and the Karl Barth Society.



This Page Intentionally Left Blank



Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine

Edited by
Professor C o l i n  G u n t o n, King’s College London
Professor D a n i e l W. H a r dy, University of Cambridge

Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine is an important series 
which aims to engage critically with the traditional doctrines of
Christianity, and at the same time to locate and make sense of
them within a secular context. Without losing sight of the
authority of scripture and the traditions of the church, the books
in this series will subject pertinent dogmas and credal statements
to careful scrutiny, analyzing them in light of the insights of both
church and society, and will thereby practise theology in the
fullest sense of the word.

Titles published in the series

1. Self and Salvation: Being Transformed
1. D a v i d  F.  F o r d

2. Realist Christian Theology in a Postmodern Age
2. S u e  P a t t e r s o n

3. Trinity and Truth
3. B r u c e  D.  M a r s h a l l

4. Theology, Music and Time
3. J e r e m y  S .  B e g b i e

5. The Bible, Theology, and Faith: A Study of Abraham and Jesus
3. R .  W.  L .  M o b e r l y

6. Bound to Sin: Abuse, Holocaust and the Christian Doctrine 
of Sin

3. A l i s t a i r  M c F a d y e n

7. Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic
Ecclesiology

3. N i c h o l a s  M .  H e a l y

Forthcoming titles  in the series

Church, Narrativity and Transcendence
Ro b e rt  Je n s o n

A Political Theology of Nature
Pe t e r  S c ott

Remythologizing Theology: Divine Action and Authorship
Ke v i n  J. Va n h o o ze r



This Page Intentionally Left Blank



Church, World and
the Christian Life
Practical-Prophetic

Ecclesiology

Nicholas M. Healy
St. John’s University

New York



 
 
 
PUBLISHED BY CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS (VIRTUAL PUBLISHING) 
FOR AND ON BEHALF OF THE PRESS SYNDICATE OF THE UNIVERSITY OF CAMBRIDGE 
The Pitt Building, Trumpington Street, Cambridge CB2 IRP 
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 10011-4211, USA 
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia 
 
http://www.cambridge.org 
 
© Nicholas M. Healy 2000 
This edition © Nicholas M. Healy 2003 
 
First published in printed format 2000 
 
 
 A catalogue record for the original printed book is available 
from the British Library and from the Library of Congress 
Original ISBN 0 521 78138 8 hardback 
Original ISBN 0 521 78650 9 paperback 
 
 
ISBN 0 511 01166 0 virtual  (netLibrary Edition) 

 

 



For Owen, Rose,
Gabriel and Griselda



This Page Intentionally Left Blank



Contents

Acknowledgments xi

1 Introduction 1
2 Blueprint ecclesiologies 25
3 A theodramatic horizon 52
4 Pluralist ecclesiology 77
5 A theodramatic response to pluralism 103
6 Inclusivist ecclesiology 129
7 Practical-prophetic ecclesiology 154

Bibliography 186

Index 196

[ix]



This Page Intentionally Left Blank



Acknowledgments

I thank all of the many people who have encouraged, challenged, stimu-
lated or otherwise helped me during the preparation and writing of this
book. Among those I must mention are Erica Avena; Doreen Healy; Jack
Lessard; Paul Molnar; George Schner; the members of the Kryka 2000
conference at Stockholm, especially Sune Fahlgren, Arne Rasmusson, Ola
Sigurdson, and Roland Spjuth; my colleagues and chair in the old Divi-
sion of Philosophy and Theology on the Staten Island Campus of St.
John’s University; and the residents of Moose-pit Road who, entirely
unchurched, have displayed the virtues of neighborliness, hospitality and
patience over the years far better than I. Particular thanks go to Stanley
Hauerwas, Griselda Healy, George Lindbeck, Rusty Reno and Kathryn
Tanner, all of whom read at least one draft of the whole manuscript; they
were all remarkably kind and supportive, even when they disagreed with
me. Whatever is good in the book comes from or through these people;
whatever bad or mediocre, from me.

I thank St. John’s University for granting me a number of research
reductions and a semester’s leave. Some parts of the book have appeared
elsewhere in different forms. I gratefully acknowledge the kind permis-
sion of the respective editors to make use of material from Pro Ecclesia 4:4
(1995); from The Toronto Journal of Theology 12:1 (1996); and from the
Swedish journal, Tro & Liv 2 (1999).

In a laughably inadequate acknowledgment of the many ways in
which my wife and family have so wonderfully put up with me over the
years, I dedicate the book to them.

[xi]



This Page Intentionally Left Blank



1

Introduction

This book is about ecclesiology, about the kind of critical theologi-
cal reflection that is centered upon the nature and function of the Chris-
tian church. The book is rather more about ecclesiology than it is an
exercise in the discipline, since much of the time it will be concerned with
methodological issues. The aim is not, or not primarily at least, to make a
set of ecclesiological proposals. Rather, it is to clear a space within the dis-
cipline of theology for some new and more challenging forms of ecclesio-
logy.

However, as Karl Barth never ceased to remind us, theological
method should be determined as much as possible by its subject matter
if the latter is not to become irremediably distorted.1 Beliefs about the
nature and function of the church on the one hand, and the question of
how we should go about doing ecclesiology on the other, bear upon one
another so as to determine the kinds of things we can and cannot say
about the church. Thus any argument for a methodological proposal
about ecclesiology will necessarily involve making some constructive
proposals as to what sort of thing the church is and what sorts of things
it can and should do. So, too, here. The point is that what I say about the
church will be said primarily in order to make a case for how to do eccle-
siology, rather than for its own sake. Some things that would be treated
within a comprehensive theology of the church, such as the church’s

[1]

1. See, e.g., Barth’s Church Dogmatics, trans. G. W. Bromiley, I/1 (Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1975), pp. 295ff. I make infrequent mention of Barth, but my proposals are meant to be
largely compatible with his work outside the area of ecclesiology. Like Barth, as
interpreted by John Webster, my “theme,” too, is “God and humanity as agents in relation.”
Barth’s Ethics of Reconciliation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), p. 33
(Webster’s emphasis).



ministerial structures, its forms of worship and its relation to Israel, will
not be considered.2

One cannot start from scratch in these matters. By thinking and acting
as Christians we are already in some sense engaged in the practice of
theology, whether we actually engage in critical reflection upon our lives
as Christians or not.3And all “theologians,” from the non-reflective to the
professional, have their own preunderstandings – sets of beliefs, ques-
tions, concerns, aesthetic judgments – about what David Kelsey nicely
calls “the Christian thing.”4 Such preunderstandings are manifested
when, for example, we kneel rather than stand when praying; when we
follow or decide not to follow some penitential exercises during Lent;
when we approve or disapprove of last Sunday’s sermon or simply ignore
it as uninteresting or irrelevant; or when we decide that we need not go to
church at all. One Christian’s preunderstanding will likely be somewhat
different from that of most others. Nobody’s preunderstanding should be
ignored or simply dismissed. But neither should anyone’s conception of
Christianity be regarded as unrevisible, as if their expertise or authority
or personal experience could render it beyond criticism. Rather, in what
follows I will take it as axiomatic that one’s theological view is always pre-
liminary, always open to challenge, assessment and partial or radical
alteration by means of dialogue or confrontation with other Christians
and non-Christians, as well as with Scripture and the Christian tradition
more generally. Our theological perspectives are points of departure for
growth in the Christian life towards better perspectives and new points of
departure. I will offer an argument as to why we should think along such
lines in a later chapter.

In this introductory chapter I begin the inquiry into ecclesiological
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2. For views of the relation between the church and Israel compatible with the concerns of
this book, see George A. Lindbeck, “The Gospel’s Uniqueness: Election and
Untranslatability,” Modern Theology 13:4 (1997), 423–450; Robert W. Jenson, Systematic
Theology: Volume I: The Triune God (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), esp. chs. three
and five; Bruce D. Marshall, “Christ and the cultures: the Jewish people and Christian
theology,” in Colin E. Gunton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 81–100; Kendall R. Soulen, The God of
Israel and Christian Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996); Kendall R. Soulen, “YHWH
the Triune God,” Modern Theology 15:1 (1999), 25–54.
3. As Kathryn Tanner argues in Theories of Culture: A New Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1997), p. 72. John Howard Yoder makes a similar point with regard to social
ethics in For The Nations: Essays Public and Evangelical (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1997), p. 91.
The notion of starting from scratch in any intellectual or existential endeavor has, I take it,
been discredited at least since Heidegger.
4. David H. Kelsey, To Understand God Truly: What’s Theological About A Theological School
(Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), p. 32. Kelsey himself adapts the phrase
from G. K. Chesterton.



method by describing some of the relevant concerns and beliefs that are
part of my own preunderstanding. This is meant only to give some idea of
the point of departure for what follows; I am not trying to establish a
secure basis from which to proceed deductively or even especially system-
atically. Indeed, one of my aims is to show that too much emphasis upon
bases and systematization is misguided, especially in ecclesiology. And so
the argument to follow will proceed in a cumulative rather than deduc-
tive way. What is asserted with little or no support will usually get some
backing later on. A charitable reader will therefore suspend final judg-
ment upon both the reasonableness of the point of departure and the
cogency of the subsequent argument until the end of the book. Towards
the end of this chapter, I give an outline of the argument of the chapters to
follow.

I have been drawn to the present inquiry in part by the impression that
while the ecclesiology of the last hundred years or so has been sometimes
profound, and its impact upon the church also sometimes profound, it
has not been as helpful as it could be for the Christian community. As the
next chapter will begin to show, in general ecclesiology in our period has
become highly systematic and theoretical, focused more upon discerning
the right things to think about the church rather than orientated to the
living, rather messy, confused and confusing body that the church actu-
ally is. It displays a preference for describing the church’s theoretical and
essential identity rather than its concrete and historical identity.5 That
preference may be one reason why ecclesiological reflection has fallen
prey to ever-shifting theological fashions, and why some of it has become
quite dull, something it need never be. But whether or not that is so, the
concern here is to show how their methodological preference has inhib-
ited theologians from engaging in adequate theological reflection upon
the concrete shape of the church.

The organization of the inquiry is informed by this concern. I will
analyze the various ways in which modern ecclesiology obstructs ade-
quate reflection upon the concrete church, and discuss some of the
resulting problems. I will also make some methodological and construc-
tive suggestions as we go along that will enable us to focus theological
attention more readily upon the church’s actual rather than theoretical
identity. This shift in focus will make it easier to identify ways to respond
to some of the challenges presently facing the concrete church. The
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5. Colin E. Gunton traces this preference to Augustine in The Promise of Trinitarian Theology,
second edition (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991/1997). See especially pp. 56ff.



methodological proposals that result from the inquiry are not meant
to constitute a full-fledged ecclesiological method, nor to replace the
present approaches. Rather, the primary goal is to develop broader, more
concrete forms of ecclesiological reflection. Such complementary
approaches are formulated in order to help improve reflection not only
upon the church’s concrete identity, but also upon its essential or theoret-
ical identity.

What is the “concrete church”? Two things, to begin with, that it is not.
First, the concrete church is not to be thought of reductively as merely the
visible or empirical church in contradistinction to its more “spiritual” or
“theological” aspects.6Rather, the latter “aspects,” including most funda-
mentally the active presence of the Holy Spirit, are constitutive of the con-
crete religious body. To deny this would be to fall into something like the
ecclesiological equivalent of Nestorianism, by splitting the church into a
human part and a divine part, or into Ebionism, by thinking of the
church as the product of human activity alone. Thus any attempt to
reflect upon the concrete church requires much more than, say, a socio-
logical analysis of its empirical identity, although such an analysis may
well be useful on occasion, provided that it is properly subsumed within
theological discourse.

Second, the concrete church is not, as sometimes even its members
reductively assume, to be thought of simply as an institution which is
dedicated to handing on to another generation that set of doctrines or
moral principles that make up the Christian worldview. The church does
not teach a theory that at some subsequent stage is to be put into practice.
As Stanley Hauerwas has argued, Christianity becomes distorted if it is
treated as a system of beliefs.7 Rather, it can be summarily described as a
distinctive way of life, made possible by the gracious action of the Holy
Spirit, which orients its adherents to the Father through Jesus Christ. By
schooling its members, the church makes that orientation a present pos-
sibility for them.8 The Christian way of life is distinctive because its Lord
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6. See Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), for an
account of why, for much of the ancient world, such a binary opposition would have made
little sense and cannot be presupposed in Paul’s conception of the church.
7. See, e.g., Stanley Hauerwas, Sanctify Them In the Truth: Holiness Exemplified (Nashville:
Abingdon/T&T Clark, 1998).
8. Nicholas Lash notes how many religions have traditionally understood themselves as
schools “whose pedagogy has the twofold purpose . . . of weaning us from our idolatry and
purifying our desire.” The Beginning and the End of ‘Religion’ (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), p. 21. See also L. Gregory Jones, Transformed Judgement: Toward a
Trinitarian Account of the Moral Life (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990).



is a particular person and because its God is triune. Its life takes concrete
form in the web of social practices accepted and promoted by the commu-
nity as well as in the activities of its individual members.9

It is thus not unreasonable to describe the concrete church, at least ini-
tially, more in terms of agency rather than in terms of being. Its identity is
constituted by action. That identity is thoroughly theological, for it is
constituted by the activity of the Holy Spirit, without which it cannot
exist. But it is also constituted by the activity of its members as they live
out their lives of discipleship. It is therefore not enough to discuss our
ecclesial activity solely in terms of its dependent relation upon the work of
the Holy Spirit. The identity of the concrete church is not simply given; it
is constructed and ever reconstructed by the grace-enabled activities of its
members as they embody the church’s practices, beliefs and valuations.10
We must indeed insist that the only adequate form of reflection upon the
concrete church is that of theology. But if ecclesiology is to contribute to
the health of the church – and by “health” I do not mean, of course, merely
success in terms of numbers or prestige – it must examine our human
activity as it concretely is: thoroughly human. To do so, it needs to find
ways to make theological use of those forms of discourse that critically
examine the complexities and confusions of human activity, such as soci-
ology, cultural analysis and history. For, as Stephen Sykes contends, in the
face of what he sees as Barth’s occasional tendency towards ecclesiological
abstraction, “the language of sociology and the language of theology may
be separate, but the reality of divine and human power is not. It is not par-
allel or merely coordinated; it is inevitably, and dangerously, mixed.”11
My concern here, then, is to rule out both theological and non-theological
reductionism in descriptions of our ecclesial identity by developing ways
in which ecclesiology can appropriate a wide range of critical tools.12
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9. I follow David Kelsey’s definition of “practice” in his To Understand God Truly, p. 118: “A
practice is any form of socially established cooperative human activity that is complex and
internally coherent, is subject to standards of excellence that partly define it, and is done to
some end but does not necessarily have a product.” Kelsey’s definition is based upon
Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame: University of
Notre Dame Press, 1984), p. 187, but it is perhaps more in accord with Charles Taylor’s
“vague and general” usage defined in Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 204.
10. My language here reflects my indebtedness to William A. Christian, Sr., Doctrines of
Religious Communities: A Philosophical Study (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).
11. Stephen Sykes, The Identity of Christianity: Theologians and the Essence of Christianity from
Schleiermacher to Barth (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), p. 207.
12. James M. Gustafson argued against such reductionism some time ago in his Treasure in
Earthen Vessels: The Church as a Human Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1961).



We will find that in order to reflect theologically upon the concrete life
of the church we will need to take a thoroughly catholic (i.e., ecumenical)
perspective. Throughout what follows, then, except in obvious instances,
the word “church” refers to all those diverse Christian groups who accept
what is sometimes cumbersomely called the Niceno-Constantinopolitan
creed.13 That this book is written by a Roman Catholic will no doubt be
evident at times from its selection of theological examples. But a particu-
lar perspective has to be taken, otherwise the discussion becomes intoler-
ably general or else interminable in treating all possible confessional
responses to a given question. Thus, for example, when I discuss the issue
of ecclesial arrogance, my primary reference is, as it must be, to the
Roman church, although the problem clearly arises in different forms
within other denominations. My hope is that the proposals to follow will
be useful for every confession and denomination, and that they can help
to clear away a few of the many obstacles in the path towards greater com-
munion within the one Christian church.

Wherever we begin, we need some norms and criteria. If we begin with
what the church does, looked at from a theological and ecumenical per-
spective, one of the things we must say about it is that it has been
entrusted with the apostolic task. The church’s responsibility is to witness
to its Lord, to make known throughout the world the Good News of salva-
tion in and through the person and work of Jesus Christ. Correspond-
ingly, whatever else one must say about the individual members of the
church, they too have been given a task: to be disciples of Jesus Christ.14
The effectiveness of witness and the truthfulness of discipleship both
depend entirely upon the Holy Spirit. But they are no less our tasks, so we
must try to do them as well as we can. Although the two tasks are distinct,
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13. “Church” is not capitalized either. The reason, admittedly not a very forceful one, will
be evident in a moment when I discuss the church’s sinfulness. Since it concretely is on a
par in so many ways with other religious and non-religious bodies, it seems reasonable to
reflect this in however minor a way.
14. Robert W. Jenson also begins with the apostolic mission in his Systematic Theology.
Werner G. Jeanrond has used similar criteria, too, though to a somewhat different end, in
his Call and Response: The Challenge of Christian Life (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1995).
Considering the church as agent could begin somewhat differently by focusing on the
central task of worship (which I take here as an integral and partly formative element of
discipleship). Significant arguments for that focus have been made by Geoffrey
Wainwright, Doxology: The Praise of God in Worship, Doctrine and Life (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1980); and more recently by Daniel W. Hardy, for whom worship “is the
central means whereby human beings are called to their proper fullness in society and the
world.” God’s Ways with the World: Thinking and Practising Christian Faith (Edinburgh: T&T
Clark, 1996), p. 8. See also, in a different mode, Catherine Pickstock, After Writing: On the
Liturgical Consummation of Philosophy (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998).



they are usually mutually conditioning and cannot be treated entirely
separately. The church’s task of witness includes the pastoral function of
helping individual Christians become better disciples. This function is
accomplished, for example, by developing suitable practices and institu-
tions that help form the dispositions of its members and guide them in
their activities.15And correspondingly, the individual’s task includes con-
tributing to the church’s witness by embodying it in her life of disciple-
ship.

These two normative tasks can function as criteria for assessing the
identity of the concrete church in terms of the adequacy of its witness and
pastoral care. They make it appropriately difficult to avoid consideration
of a number of problems, two of the most significant of which I want to
focus on here. There is a saying of Saint Paul’s that encompasses them
both: “far be it from me to glory except in the cross of our Lord Jesus
Christ” (Gal. 6:14). Paul, of course, made the statement in the context of a
polemic against relying upon the law and circumcision. But the rule has
wider application. One part is proscriptive: that apart from Christ cru-
cified, we should not glory or boast in anything. The other part is prescriptive:
that we should boast in Jesus Christ crucified. Evidently the prescription has to
do with witness and discipleship. But before we discuss that, let us see
how the proscription could apply to the church, using the two criteria. To
do so, we need to consider the church’s sinfulness.

It is not unjust to say that the concrete church has frequently failed in
its task of witness and pastoral care. The power of sin is manifested not
only in the actions of individuals but in the Christian communal body,
when the latter fosters practices, valuations and beliefs in its membership
that are incompatible with the gospel. One of the more obvious examples
of this is the failure of the church’s leadership to avoid the corruptions of
power. A classic illustration of this failure are the Papal Bulls, Clericis Laicos
(1296) and Unam Sanctam (1302), of Boniface VIII.16 Boniface’s teaching
does not necessarily reflect actual sin on his part, for he may well have
acted with good intentions and in ignorance. But his Christian character
was formed within a church whose concrete identity at the time was
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15. It is Stanley Hauerwas who, perhaps, has most helped us to retrieve this conception of
the church’s function. See, e.g., his earlier work, A Community of Character: Toward a
Constructive Christian Social Ethic (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981). For a
more recent sustained discussion of Christian and non-Christian virtue theories, see
Stanley Hauerwas and Charles Pinches, Christians Among the Virtues: Theological Conversations
with Ancient and Modern Ethics (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997).
16. Documents of the Christian Church, ed. and trans. H. Bettenson (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1943), pp. 159–161.



flawed, its witness corrupted by the ideology and practices of worldly
power. Another, quite different example of malformation can be found in
the church’s relation to the Jews in Germany and in some occupied lands
during the Second World War. A recent apology for the Holocaust by Pope
John Paul II spoke only of the sins of individual Christians. No one doubts
that many individuals committed actual sins. But, as many Jewish groups
have pointed out, the Pope seemed to ignore the corporate failure of the
church to witness to its Lord and to help its membership in their task of
discipleship by developing appropriate counter-practices to those of the
fascist and racist culture.17

It might be argued that we cannot blame the church for its misuse of
power and authority, its tolerance of slavery, its treatment of women, Jews
and non-Christians, and its other failures to conform to its Lord. Perhaps
these failures are for the most part simply manifestations of the church’s
finitude rather than its sinfulness. An analogy could be drawn between
the failures of the ecclesial body and an individual’s wrongful actions and
flawed character. People, we say, who act wrongly in ignorance of moral
truth are not guilty of sin. Nor do we blame them for what we know to be
unchristian character traits when they live in cultural and ecclesial envi-
ronments that consider such traits to be laudable. Accordingly, one might
contend that the church can also be ignorant, blinded by its location
within a corrupt, and corrupting, cultural environment. By historical-
cultural contextualization, the church would be absolved from guilt.

There is something to this, to be sure. But some blame may well be
involved since the church was often able, even when it was small and
weak, to distance itself, sometimes at great cost, from a number of
“worldly” cultural practices that it recognized to be sinful. At other times
the church was such a powerful moral force within society that it could
reasonably be held responsible for at least some of the flaws of its concrete
identity. A more significant issue, though, is that Christians believe sin to
be an unavoidable and pervasive aspect of our existence. Sin is a fact that
has been revealed to us in the work of Jesus Christ. This belief is a doc-
trine, not something that can necessarily and straightforwardly be dis-
cerned from historical experience.18 Whether or not it does so in
ignorance, when the church fosters sinful practices and beliefs among its
membership, its concrete identity displays the confusions and stupidities
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17. Vatican Commission for Religious Relations with the Jews, “We Remember: A
Reflection on the ‘Shoah,’” Origins 27:40 (1998), 669–675.
18. See Hauerwas, Sanctify Them, ch. 3, pp. 61–74.



of our sinful state. The church knows that we cannot escape from this
state by our own actions but only through the saving work of the triune
God. It is thus reasonable to hold that the acknowledgment of ecclesial
sinfulness is an essential part of Christian witness to the Cross and Resur-
rection of Jesus Christ.

Yet it remains the case that the church – especially the Roman – has
been rather unwilling to acknowledge that it is part of the fallen world.
Until very recently the Roman hierarchy, for example, would admit that
only the members of the church sin, not the church itself. Charles Jour-
net’s formula, asserting that “the church is not without sinners, but she
herself is sinless,” has been accepted as if it were doctrine.19 While the
church does not regard itself as immune from some kinds of mistakes it
continues to display, as Gregory Jones has noted, a “surprising . . . ten-
dency to self-deception, to a lack of penitence.”20 This cannot be due to
lack of familiarity with the concept of social sin. Many judgments have
been made by theologians and the church leaderships against various
non-ecclesial bodies and societies. But little has been said theologically
about how, where and why the Christian social body has succumbed to
temptation. Nor, as I will argue in the next chapter, has the acknowledg-
ment of ecclesial sin had much effect upon the way in which ecclesiology
is done.

One reason why the church is unwilling to acknowledge its sinfulness
has to do with the Christian doctrine that the church is unlike any other
religious or non-religious body. The church is distinctive in two ways,
sociological and theological. It is sociologically unique because it alone is
manifestly orientated towards a particular person, Jesus Christ. That dis-
tinguishes it from Islam, for instance, which is distinctive in its own way,
since its life is orientated, one might say, around obedience to Allah, who
reveals his will through his prophet, Mohammed. This kind of distinc-
tiveness seems obvious enough.21But the church claims, in addition, that
it is unique in a theological way. As the Creed implies, the church’s activity
and being are dependent in some fundamental and special way upon the
activity of the Spirit of Christ in its midst. It is the Spirit who makes the
church’s witness true and effective, and who upbuilds the church in a way
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19. Charles Journet, Théologie de L’Église (Paris: Desclée de Brouwer, 1958), p. 236. The
Catechism of the Catholic Church (Liguori, MO: Liguori Publications, 1994) still focuses on
individual sinfulness. See the section on the church’s holiness, pp. 218f.
20. L. Gregory Jones, Embodying Forgiveness: A Theological Analysis (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1995), p. 67.
21. I will be discussing some of those for whom it may not be so obvious in chapter 4.



beyond the possibility of human activity. It is this theological uniqueness
that is implied in describing the church by means of such phrases as the
Body of Christ, Creatura Verbi, Temple of the Spirit, and the like.

From this unexceptional Christian doctrine some have drawn further,
more problematic conclusions. It has been argued that when the church is
truly itself, or when considered at its most profound level, it is something
that is fundamentally free of sin.22On this view, which in various guises is
one often found in contemporary ecclesiology, to deny the perfection of
the theological identity of the church would be to raise the possibility
that it is distinctive only in the first, sociological way, but not in the theo-
logical way. Perfection and theological identity are thus inextricably
linked; what is truly special about the church is its essence, which is
perfect. The consequences of this move are either that ecclesial sin is
simply ignored as incompatible with ecclesial perfection, or else it is ren-
dered of secondary account, as merely an empirical distortion of the
church’s true theological identity. Either way, ecclesial sin retains little
theological significance.

Is it necessary to make such a move? Not, I think, for a theological view
of the concrete church. It goes without saying that the Holy Spirit is
perfect. And some strands of the tradition, such as the Roman Catholic,
believe that the members of the church have been so transformed that
they are in some real sense no longer sinners. But both Scripture and tra-
dition indicate that ecclesial activity can at times be sinful, however
dependent it is upon the Spirit, or however transformed by grace its
members may be. The eschatological “not yet” reminds us that until the
end of the church’s time it remains imperfect and sinful, always ecclesia
semper reformanda or semper purificanda.23 Although the church at Corinth
was evidently not of the highest quality, its members are still “called to be
saints,” and are “sanctified in Christ Jesus” (1 Cor. 1:2). And for Augustine,
the church is corpus permixtum, a body in which sinner and saint are com-
mingled, yet it is truly the (pilgrim) church in spite of its present imper-
fections.24 As Christians, then, we have not only to fight against the
power of sin in the fallen world, we must fight against it in the midst of
our ecclesial body and within ourselves. This fact should be reckoned
with in every ecclesiology as an unavoidable aspect of the church in its
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pilgrim state. Such a reckoning (in both senses of the word) is evident in
the book of Revelation, where judgments are made about, and at times
against, the seven churches of Asia (Rev. 2 and 3). Jesus Christ is not only
Lord of the church, he is its Judge.

Sin and error, in short, are part of the church’s theological and concrete
identity prior to the eschaton. As Bonhoeffer remarked, “the community
which is from God to God, which bears within it an eschatological
meaning . . . has fallen into guilt; it must seek repentance.”25 Of course,
those who maintain the claim of essential ecclesial perfection may agree
that the church is concretely a sinful body, and in that respect more or less
like any other. But they may still insist that theology should focus on the
pure, essential church, for it is that which can and should be seen only by
the eyes of faith. It will take much of the remainder of the book to show
that such a move is not a necessary one and that, if it is used as a systematic
structuring principle in ecclesiology, it can undermine the church’s per-
formance of its tasks.

At this point, though, I want only to suggest that the move is one
example of the various ways in which the church runs the risk of failing
or, minimally, of giving the appearance of failing to follow Paul’s negative
rule, namely to glory in nothing other than Christ crucified. Needless to
say, all good ecclesiologies are careful to set up blocks against glorying in
the church rather than in Jesus Christ crucified. The problem is that the
move requires more blocks than are usually provided. Claiming an essen-
tial perfection suggests too easily, to those within the church as well as to
those looking on from outside, that the church thinks there is something
deep down within itself – something about who we are – that is worth at
least a little bit of glorying. We can say all we like about our dependence
upon grace; it may still appear as though we (through grace, to be sure) are
a shade better than the rest of humanity. Even if we claim only that mem-
bership in the church enables us to be truly human, we may give the
impression, to a society that glories in humanity, that we glory in some-
thing other than Jesus Christ.26
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Another way in which the church risks failing to follow Paul’s rule can
be found in the rhetoric of its preaching and its addresses to the world.
Karl Rahner noted towards the end of his life how the church – he was, of
course, thinking of the Roman church – gives the impression of knowing
all the answers, of not needing to listen to others.27 The church’s repre-
sentatives talk sometimes as if all that the world has to do for it to be
healed is to submit to the church. But it is not the church that is the Light
of the World, except in a very derivative sense. A little thought reminds us
of the power of sin within the church, of the way in which it has fre-
quently had to be dragged, almost as if it were against its collective will,
into better forms of witness by developments in those areas of society or
culture that were not specifically Christian. We recall, too, that the Holy
Spirit is itself free, not at all tied to the church. In the simplest terms: God
is the solution to the problems of the world, not the church. The church,
although orientated to, and governed by, the solution, still remains part
of the problem.

The church readily acknowledges failures among its discipleship, and
responds pastorally to them by, for example, instituting individual or
general confessional practices and by inculcating in its members a sense
of sin. However, there are few social practices which embody and make
public the church’s belief in its corporate sinfulness, whereby it could
witness to its dependence solely upon the Cross of Jesus Christ. There is
nothing, for example, corresponding to the social practice of Yom
Kippur. In acknowledging its sin, Israel proclaims to itself and to the
world its reliance upon God’s forgiveness and reconciliation. What may
be the closest analogy to Yom Kippur, Ash Wednesday, is orientated
towards the individual, as, for the most part, are General Confessions.28

Thus it is reasonable to say that, while the church has not ignored the
implications of Paul’s rule for its self-understanding, it has not been par-
ticularly industrious in applying it to itself. The church sometimes gives
the impression, at least, of something rather like spiritual pride. To glory
in anything other than Jesus Christ crucified can result in idolatry or, if
one glories in something of which one is a part, in sinful pride. That pride
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is manifested in ways that can also be more or less idolatrous: biblicism,
triumphalism, or integralism, as well as in more subtle ways. Its pride
may be much more apparent than real. Even so, it is still detrimental to
the church’s witness and discipleship. It draws attention away from the
one to whom the church is to witness and follow in discipleship. It
thereby creates unnecessary obstacles to the activity of the Spirit in
making that witness effective.

One aim of the following inquiry is therefore to find ways by which
ecclesiology can foster those practices that work against ecclesial pride,
real or apparent. Ecclesiology has the difficult task of having to talk rather
a lot about us, as well as about God. Talking about the two together can
confuse them in our understanding so that God’s attributes get too closely
associated with ourselves. I hope to show that, by expanding its scope to
include reflection upon the concrete, ecclesiology itself can become part
of a set of Christian social practices which help to conform the church to
Paul’s rule. By talking about the church in ways that acknowledge its fail-
ings, even drawing attention to them, what we say about God becomes
less easily confused with what we say about ourselves.

Before we turn to consider the positive application of Paul’s rule, this is
perhaps the place to stress that, in dwelling upon the church’s sinfulness,
my interest is entirely constructive. As far as one can know about such
matters, I have no animosity towards the church; quite the contrary. I take
it to be the task of every theologian to foster the church’s witness to Jesus
Christ and improve the pastoral care of its members. Constructive criti-
cism of the church is a necessary part of that task since sin and error
should be anticipated there as a matter of course. However, my own sin-
fulness and blindness place me right in the middle of the mess and confu-
sion, so it may well be that part or all the following is misguided,
distorted by the power of sin within me. I try to discern the speck in my
church’s eye so that it may pluck it forth and then more readily help me
discern the beam in my own.

The positive rule implied in Paul’s phrase is, we recall, to glory in the
cross of Jesus Christ. This rule requires of us the response of courageous
witness and discipleship. Neither is ever easy and they have, of course, on
occasion resulted in violence against the church and its members. It is
arguable that, in the course of the twentieth century, glorying in the Cross
of Jesus Christ has become difficult in a somewhat different way than
before. The problem has to do with increasingly pervasive cultural
assumptions about the nature and origin of religion, about how to
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construe the relations between religions, and about the concept of truth
as it applies in religions.

These cultural assumptions (I will get to them in a moment) conflict
with certain of the traditional premises for witness and discipleship, as
well as with central practices of the church such as baptism. Witness to
Jesus Christ as the way, the truth and the life involves the claim that what
one witnesses to is true.29 “Truth” here means, minimally, something
independent of the subjectivity of the witness or witnesses. The goal of
Christian witness is to mediate the activity of the Spirit, and it is the Spirit
who makes the church’s witness effective by calling those whom it enables
to hear to become disciples of Jesus Christ. One vital aspect of this media-
tion is to show how, through the work of the Spirit, Jesus is followable.
That is, the church is called to witness to the fact that in Christ God is
indeed forming a covenant people.30 Thus if it could be shown to be
impossible to follow Jesus Christ within the communal life of the church,
the church’s witness would be demonstrably false.

That is not at all to say that discipleship must be perfect; nor is it the
case that, to the extent that the church or its members are sinful, Chris-
tianity is untrue. The truth of the gospel does not depend upon our right-
eousness; it would not be Good News if it did. On the contrary, as we have
already noted, Christians believe that the power of sin is strong and per-
vasive, and following Christ requires us to acknowledge this fact. Thus
Gregory Jones argues that true discipleship involves practices that
witness to the costliness of what Christ has done and does for us in the
Spirit, practices that confess our failures – individual and corporate – and
embody our need for forgiveness.31

Knowledge of Christian truth and the practices of Christian disciple-
ship have a reciprocal relation. Not only is truthful discipleship depen-
dent upon the person and work of him to whom we witness, our
understanding of him, and thus our witness, is dependent upon how well
we follow him. This is the point of George Lindbeck’s image of the cru-
sader shouting, “Christus est Dominus” while hacking off the infidel’s head.
The words as such are true, and could be used by better Christians to

Church, World and the Christian Life14

29. See Bruce D. Marshall, “‘We Shall Bear the Image of the Man of Heaven:’ On the
Concept of Truth,” Modern Theology 11:1 (1995), 93–118.
30. See Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1989); N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1992).
31. Jones, Embodying Forgiveness. Jones has an excellent discussion of Bonhoeffer on costly
grace in chapter one, and an interesting analysis of the cultural assumptions that make it
difficult to embody such beliefs in chapter two.



describe reality truthfully. But the crusader misuses the phrase because
his discipleship is inadequate. He demonstrates his lack of understand-
ing of the words by making them part of an intentional action with which
they are inconsistent. The phrase is, so to speak, mispracticed; the claim it
could have made truthfully is denied by its location within a practice
inconsistent with good discipleship.32

It is by the sacrament of baptism that one commits oneself to good dis-
cipleship and truthful witness. The Christian turns away from other pos-
sible ultimates to give himself over, in the power of the Spirit, to a way of
life that is true because it is dedicated to Christ as the ultimate truth, as
the nonpareil way by which one can be incorporated into the life of the
trinitarian God.33 The baptismal claim, then, includes the belief that the
way of Jesus Christ, embodied in and taught by the concrete church, is, all
things considered, better than other ways of life. It is better because,
while other ways of life may have as their goals penultimate truths, the
way of life mediated by the church has ultimate truth and goodness as its
goal, namely the Father revealed in the Son through the Spirit. The
church is thus the created means by which we can turn towards ultimate
truth. On that account (alone), the church enables its membership to live
what is potentially a more truthful way of life than any other. Therefore
insofar as it is the embodiment of that way of life, the church claims, to
put it boldly, that it is superior to all other religious and non-religious
bodies.34

Many in Western cultures find such claims to be intolerable. It is easy
to see why. We have just been considering the perception (at least) of arro-
gance and spiritual pride in the church. The church’s past is filled with
instances where it has arrogantly and sometimes violently maintained its
superiority. Though claiming knowledge of ultimate truth, it seems to
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have failed to live in ways commensurate with it. To many the church
appears to be, at best, merely on a par with other religious bodies; to
others, it appears to be substantially below them, reflecting out-dated,
even morally wrong notions of human flourishing. How could the church
be so arrogant, even self-idolatrous, as to claim superiority?

Not only does the Christian claim seem arrogant, it appears to many
modern people (including not a few Christians) to be quite obviously irra-
tional. According to one sociologist, about half of baby boomers believe
that “[a]ll the great religions of the world are equally true and good.”35 It
is often assumed, both popularly and by certain kinds of theories of relig-
ion, that the different religions (like moralities and cultures, too, some-
times) are too diverse really to conflict with one another. Religions are
incommensurable and thus equally reasonable perspectives upon an ulti-
mate reality that cannot be described. Truth, indeed, is not a category that
applies to religion in the same sense that it does elsewhere (i.e., as more or
less realist and falsifiable). It would be illogical, then, for one religion to
claim to be better, more truthful, than another. Religion, indeed, is often
thought of as a rather private affair, with little or no bearing upon those
matters that affect the general public. As Stephen Carter puts it, with only
a little exaggeration, one’s religion can now be thought of as having the
same truth status as one’s favorite hobby.36 You spend your summers
playing basketball while I prefer instead to go fishing. Our respective
decisions are aesthetic and entirely subjective. It would be utterly irra-
tional for me to claim that my decision for fishing rather than basketball
is one that everyone should follow. Religious decisions are roughly
similar. To live a life of witness to Jesus Christ as if his Cross really had uni-
versal significance is irrational and fanatical. Needless to say, such think-
ing makes it more difficult than it already is to give oneself over with total
commitment to discipleship.

I will discuss a theoretical version of these challenges to what I have
taken to be the traditional claims for the church at some length in later
chapters. I will also make a cumulative case for the traditional view, or
something rather like it, as the book proceeds. For the traditional prem-
ises for witness and discipleship can be maintained rationally, critically
and without arrogance. Indeed, without them, it is difficult to see how we
could satisfy the two criteria and conform to Paul’s rule. To forestall
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unnecessary misunderstanding, it is useful to make a few more prelimi-
nary remarks here about what I mean by the church’s superiority.

The traditional claim is, minimally and formally, that there is some-
thing about the church that is of paramount importance, and that it can
be found only there. The church is unique, and what makes it unique also
makes it superior. What that thing is, however, is not necessarily so
obvious. At times in its history the church has explicitly claimed or has
assumed without reflection that this thing is salvation. On this view, sup-
ported by one interpretation of Cyprian’s dictum, extra ecclesia nulla salus,
it is the availability of salvation for its members that constitutes the
church’s uniqueness and superiority. But contemporary theological
inquiry does not support the view that the concrete church is uniquely the
location of salvation. To begin with, as Francis Sullivan has shown, the
tradition is not at all clear on the matter.37Vatican II seems to say that sal-
vation is possible outside the church, at least for individuals. Further-
more, it may be that religious bodies other than the church are salvifically
significant to some degree.38 Perhaps, then, the thing that is unique
about the church is the presence of the Spirit in its cult and its preaching?
But most Christians now acknowledge explicitly that the Spirit is at work
outside the concrete church. To be sure, that the Spirit is present within
the church in a unique way could be used to support a claim for the
church’s superiority over other religious bodies. But this only pushes the
question further back, for we then have to consider what is distinctive
about the Spirit’s ecclesial presence.

I suggest that what renders the church unique and superior to all
other religious and non-religious bodies is what I have already noted in
passing, namely its Spirit-empowered orientation to Jesus Christ and
through him, to the triune God. The church claims that it is orientated
towards the ultimate goal of all humanity, indeed, of all creation. All
other religious and non-religious bodies are not orientated to that truth,
or not concretely and explicitly anyway. All other bodies do not appre-
ciate the ultimate significance of Jesus Christ; they do not attempt to
shape their identities around him. They are not on that account simply
wrong, for they may be orientated to other, penultimate truths and they
may have much to teach the church. But since they do not attempt to
follow Jesus Christ in the Spirit, and since Jesus is the nonpareil and
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unsurpassable revelation of God, those ways are not finally as good and
true as that way fostered by the community – when it truly and directly
follows him, that is. Indeed, the church must confess (and more often and
more loudly) that it and its members often fail to orient themselves truly
towards Jesus Christ. They often turn away from the ultimate truth to
treat other, penultimate truths as ultimate, or they turn directly to
untruth. The church can therefore be as immoral and as untruthful as
any other body, at times maybe more so.

The claim, then, can be put this way: To the extent – and only to the
extent – that the church, in the Spirit, orientates itself to the Father
through Jesus the Christ, it is superior to all other religious and non-reli-
gious bodies. Its orientation, whether successful or not, to what it believes
to be the ultimate truth makes the church unique. Its declared goal is
unique, for it alone of all religious bodies is made up of those whose
desire is to participate in the life of the triune God though incorporation
into Christ’s Body. To help them understand and achieve this goal, as well
as to respond to Christ who made it possible, the church has developed
practices and institutions that foster the appropriate dispositions and
decisions. Hence the means to the goal make possible a way of life that is,
in significantly concrete respects, distinctive. The church is guided by the
Scriptural witness and by the Spirit to be the uniquely explicit witness to
Jesus of Nazareth.

These are not unusual claims in that most other religions and world-
views seem to claim that they are orientated towards ultimate truth, too.
Nor are they necessarily arrogant claims. The church has nothing of its
own to glory in. It is not a particularly (morally) good body, though it has
been at times. Nor has it got a monopoly on truth. It must often rely upon
others to help it understand and embody the truth it seeks, though its
orientation gives it possibilities for knowledge and action that are
unavailable to others. There is nothing special about the concrete church
that it should expect automatic respect and love from the world. So the
claim to superiority is hardly about the church at all. It is about that to
which the church witnesses, often indifferently and sometimes quite
badly, namely Jesus Christ crucified.

It is, I take it, an essential part of the church’s witness to proclaim the
particular person Jesus of Nazareth to be the presence of God in a unique
and unsurpassable way, and his suffering, death and Resurrection to
bring about the salvation of the whole world. That witness, however,
often comes into conflict with the claims of other bodies, religious or
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non-religious. As far as is fitting, our witness should respond to their
counter-claims. This is, of course, the function of apologetics, which is
therefore an integral part of any theological reflection upon the concrete
church. Paul J. Griffiths formulates the apologetic requirement of Chris-
tian witness in the form of what he calls the NOIA principle (Necessity Of
Interreligious Apologetics):39

If representative intellectuals belonging to some specific religious

community come to judge at a particular time that some or all of their

own doctrine-expressing sentences are incompatible with some alien

religious claim(s), then they should feel obliged to engage in both posi-

tive and negative apologetics vis-à-vis these alien religious claim(s) and

their promulgators.

Challenges to the church’s witness from any counter-claims cannot
simply be passed over in silence. Griffiths takes the example of the doc-
trine of the self in Buddhism and Christianity, noting that “[m]uch of tra-
ditional Christian metaphysics and soteriology cannot stand if the
Buddhist account of what constitutes a human person should turn out to
be correct.”40 Accordingly he mounts an argument against Buddhist
anthropology. For to say that Christian doctrines about the self are true
also requires one to maintain that Buddhist and other challenges to that
doctrine do not falsify it.41

For it to be useful within ecclesiology, the scope of Griffiths’ principle
needs to be expanded in two ways. First, it will apply not only to doctrinal
challenges as such, but also to the practices that embody the doctrines. As
Lindbeck’s crusader example suggests, the credibility of Christian
witness can be undermined by its lack of coherence with Christian prac-
tices. Moreover, the very meaning of doctrinal statements can be affected,
for good or ill, by the way they are incorporated into particular forms
of discipleship. Second, Christian ecclesiological apologetics should
include, though it should not privilege, engagement with the claims
about religion held by societies and cultures that do not consider them-
selves explicitly religious.42 The apologetic challenge for ecclesiology is
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sometimes more general, arising from the pervasive assumptions of
modern Western societies regarding the very possibility of making relig-
ious truth claims, like those of Buddhists and Christians. If the reason-
ableness of making such claims (whether or not they are true) is denied,
the witness of the church is undermined from the very start. To help the
church perform its tasks effectively and fulfill the positive side of Paul’s
rule, ecclesiology needs to find ways to show that it is reasonable to
witness to the ultimate truth and to claim that the church, in spite of its
evident sinfulness, can be orientated to it. These claims are clearly vital,
too, for supporting a committed discipleship. Furthermore, the truth of
Christ is not simply a “religious” matter. As ultimate truth it has implica-
tions for society and the world. Christianity cannot permit the exclusion
of its own (and other religions’) claims by a wrongful denial of their uni-
versal application.

Apologetics has acquired a bad reputation in various quarters. For
some (Roman Catholics especially) it is associated with a naive form of
rationalism, as if one could construct knock-down proofs for basic Chris-
tian beliefs. Apologetics has manifested an intellectual arrogance that
would seem, perhaps, to betray ecclesial pride.43 In other quarters (those
influenced by Barth, for example) apologetics has been castigated for its
tendency to distort Christianity by making it conform to what Christiani-
ty’s cultured despisers take to be universal and foundational truths. It has
been far too timid or defensive in its response to counter-claims.44 It is
possible, however, to develop an ecclesiological approach, the goal of
which is to serve the witness of the church, which is neither arrogant nor
timid in supporting the church’s claim that its beliefs and practices are of
universal significance, and which rescues its discipleship from a fideistic
commitment to a way of life that is merely “true for me.”

The indispensable feature of such an ecclesiological approach, I will
argue, is that it maintain the tension between claims for the church’s
orientation to the ultimate truth on the one hand and, on the other,
acknowledgment of ecclesial sin and of the church’s dependence upon the
challenges and insights of those religious and non-religious bodies that

Church, World and the Christian Life20

43. Francis S. Fiorenza discusses Roman Catholic apologetics and its history in his
Foundational Theology: Jesus and the Church (New York: Crossroad, 1985). For a good example
of apologetics in manual theology see Ioannes Perrone, S. J., Praelectiones Theologicae
(Augustae Taurinorum, 1877), Pars I: Adversos Incredulos and Pars II: Adversos
Heterodoxos.
44. William C. Placher discusses the issue of apologetics with such concerns in mind in his
Unapologetic Theology: A Christian Voice in a Pluralistic Conversation (Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox, 1989). Barth’s mature conception of apologetics can be found in
his Church Dogmatics, II/1, p. 92ff., and in relation to ethics, in II/2, 520ff.



are orientated primarily to other truths. By means of this tension, we can
avoid falling into rationalism, foundationalism, and sundry other philo-
sophical errors, as well as avoiding ecclesial pride and timidity.45 To
maintain this tension will require a theory of truth and religion that effec-
tively counters popular and theoretical challenges to the reasonableness
of the church’s witness and discipleship. One cannot, of course, provide a
timeless or universally applicable theory; nor is it ecclesiology’s business
to attempt to do so. Theories of truth and religion come and go, but the
truth of the gospel does not. The church need only develop a way of think-
ing that is amenable to its own program, yet can be appealing to at least
some of those whom it addresses. One aim of the following chapters is to
outline and defend such a low-level theory.

One central aim of this inquiry into ecclesiological method is thus to
seek to maintain the necessary yet tensive relation between what, prima
facie, might seem to be opposing concerns. One concern is to enable eccle-
siology to be able to reflect upon the concrete church in ways that expli-
citly acknowledge, and practically and theologically respond to, its
evident weaknesses and sinfulness. Another concern is to find ways by
which ecclesiology can help the church respond to a society that finds it
irrational and arrogant to claim that the church’s witness is true and that
the orientation it makes possible for its discipleship is superior to all
others. These two concerns are mutually dependent, yet they should not
be harmonized or unified. Acknowledging sinfulness without also main-
taining the truthfulness of its witness and the superiority of its way of
life, or vice versa, would harm the performance of its tasks and risk break-
ing Paul’s rule.

The next chapter begins the argument proper with a critical analysis of
modern ecclesiology. The constructive aim is to expand the scope of eccle-
siology so as, in effect, to reconfigure the discipline. The thesis is that
ecclesiology is better thought of as more of a practical and prophetic disci-
pline than a speculative and systematic one.46The church’s response to its
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ever-shifting contexts should not first-and-foremost be to formulate
theoretical constructions, be they doctrinal or moral systems, but should
be to reconstruct its concrete identity so as to embody its witness in truth-
ful discipleship. Not incidentally, “context” here does not mean anything
like “culture” or “situation” in a Niebuhrian or correlationist sense of
something that one can place theoretically over against Christianity. The
ecclesiological context is everything that affects the life and work of the
church, including its history and its present concrete form. Within the
context, then, there is much that is Christian as well as non- or anti-Chris-
tian. Ecclesiology’s main function is to help the church respond as best it
can to its context by reflecting theologically and critically upon its con-
crete identity. This indicates the need to include a contextual criterion in
theological reflection upon the church. Like the other criteria, this one
has an ecclesiological correlate: we can assess any ecclesiological proposal
by how well it helps the church respond to its context. The critical aim of
this chapter is to argue that certain key traits of modern ecclesiology
make it hard to satisfy this criterion, and thereby to satisfy the other two
as well. As they are commonly used, the method of models and the preva-
lent abstract and idealistic approaches undermine the practical and pro-
phetic effectiveness of modern ecclesiology.

In the third chapter I draw upon one element of the theology of Hans
Urs von Balthasar – his theodramatic theory – to develop an alternative
and corrective ecclesiological horizon that makes possible a theological
description of the context. A theodramatic horizon or metanarrative is
particularly appropriate for reconfiguring ecclesiology as a practical-
prophetic discipline. This is because it can hold together in tension a
number of elements that otherwise may be confused or separated or
treated one-sidedly. These tensive elements include the following: the
church’s identity is fully constituted by both divine and human agency,
permitting theological reflection upon the concrete church; the church’s role
includes the formation of the individual disciple’s distinctive identity; the
church’s orientation renders it superior to others, yet it is dependent upon
others and is always more or less sinful; the church claims to be orientated
to ultimate truth, yet it must acknowledge that our view of that truth is
limited by our location within the ongoing drama.

The theodramatic horizon permits ecclesiology to expand its scope
considerably and, at the same time, to mount an effective apologetic
defense against challenges to the church’s life and work. The remaining
chapters set out to show this by developing the horizon’s ecclesiological
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potential in relation to possible alternatives. In the fourth chapter I criti-
cally examine the pluralist horizon insofar as it has been developed into a
form of modern ecclesiology that offers a quite different response to the
challenges of the contemporary context. I argue that it fails to satisfy the
three criteria, in part because it cannot respond effectively and coherently
to contextual developments, especially those associated with postmod-
ernism’s critique of modernity. Pluralism’s failure to engage with non-
Christian traditions as genuinely other, together with the consequences
of this failure, suggest that we should include fostering genuine plurality
as one of the tasks of the church in the present context. This is for the
church’s own sake, in that it needs others with whom to engage as it wit-
nesses to, and searches for, the truth. But it is also for the sake of those
religious and non-religious bodies that are occluded by the oppressively
totalizing discourse of theoretical pluralism.

The fifth chapter outlines a theodramatic approach to truth and relig-
ious bodies that is meant to counter some of the more pressing challenges
of pluralism and postmodernism. The apologetic strategy here makes use
of some of the work of Alasdair MacIntyre, suitably modified for absorp-
tion into a Christian theodramatic horizon. I appropriate especially his
arguments against perspectivalism and relativism, sketching a theory of
religions as traditions of inquiry that make genuine truth claims. The
fundamental claims of one tradition may well conflict with those of
others, for their differences can be genuine and radical. Yet they are not so
incommensurable that they cannot engage with one another and attempt
to demonstrate their superiority. Indeed, engagement is a necessary part
of making a truth claim. Such engagement, however, must be undertaken
in a Christian fashion. It may occur in abstract ways, in terms of beliefs
and doctrines. But more significant for practical-prophetic ecclesiology is
the possibility of engagement at the concrete level, in the form of compet-
ing ways of life that reflect each religious (or non-religious) body’s
attempt to orient itself towards the truth that it claims is ultimate.

The sixth chapter then completes my critical examination of modern
ecclesiology by turning to its inclusivist version. As with pluralism, I
discuss inclusivism as a horizon within which to do ecclesiology rather
than as a soteriological theory. Karl Rahner is the main focus here. While
Rahner can be read as moving towards a practical-prophetic form of eccle-
siology, his approach forces him away from the concrete. The main
problem here, as in most modern ecclesiology, is the move that postulates
an essential perfection at the heart of the church. This not only relegates
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the concrete to secondary status, it spiritualizes and universalizes the
church to the extent that it becomes too easily identified with the human-
ist project in general. While Rahner’s context may have led him to make
such moves, our context is one that more clearly requires ecclesiology to
insist upon genuine plurality. The chapter concludes with some theodra-
matic suggestions about how to interpret certain ecclesiological and sote-
riological doctrines so that the issues Rahner had in mind can be
addressed without recourse to his inclusivist solution. A theodramatic
ecclesiology permits the church to absorb the world into its own horizon.
It can do so without having to postulate an already-realized eschatologi-
cal harmony among what are genuinely diverse traditions of inquiry.

The final chapter then discusses some of the ways in which practical-
prophetic ecclesiology could be done. After some consideration of theo-
logical forms of history and sociology, I draw upon developments in
postmodern ethnography to sketch the elements of what should perhaps,
to avoid misunderstanding, be considered a new discipline. Thoroughly
theological yet oriented toward the concrete church, I call this mode of
critical and constructive reflection, “ecclesiological ethnography.” In one
of its many possible forms, it can become a confessional social practice,
one that would parallel the practice of individual confession in Roman
Catholicism or render more expansive and explicit the Presbyterian con-
gregational confession. In another form, it can become ecclesiological
history, i.e., a theological (and therefore critical) narrative of the concrete
identity of the church over time. In all its forms, this practical-prophetic
ecclesiology enables the church to engage self-critically with other relig-
ious and non-religious traditions of inquiry at the level of their respective
concrete identities.
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2

Blueprint ecclesiologies

The previous chapter discussed some of the issues that arise when
we focus ecclesiological attention upon the church as a concrete, apostolic
agent. The church presently faces significant difficulties in performing its
central tasks of witnessing to its Lord and helping its members in their
task of discipleship. The church’s witness and its pastoral care are com-
promised when it fails adequately to acknowledge and respond to its sin-
fulness. The church also needs to respond to the pervasive relativism of
contemporary society by constructing and embodying arguments that
show the reasonableness of devoting oneself wholeheartedly to the way of
life that it makes possible. Ecclesiology can aid the church’s efforts by
reflecting theologically upon its concrete identity and by supporting
what may appear to be somewhat contrary claims: that the church is
prone to breaking Paul’s rule yet, even as a concrete body, the church can
be in some significant way superior to all other religious bodies.

These issues have not, of course, gone unnoticed by theologians, and
they have made a variety of proposals as to how to deal with them, some of
which we will look at below. The present chapter begins to make the case
that the ways in which theologians usually go about developing their
ecclesiological proposals make it considerably harder for them than it
need be to make an effective response to such challenges. Contemporary
ecclesiology comes in many forms, of course, but there are enough
common elements and trends amid the diversity to justify the general
label, “modern ecclesiology.” The label is apt not only because it applies to
the ecclesiology of the present day, but also because it applies to certain
traits that some have suggested are characteristic of modern forms of
inquiry more generally. William Placher, for example, has argued that
many theologians of the modern period have followed their colleagues in
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other disciplines in moving away from the premodern preference for
metaphor and analogy toward univocal language. Modern theologians
have tightened up their argumentation, making it more linear and rigor-
ously systematic. And their seemingly greater confidence in human cog-
nitive powers has led them into areas that premoderns, who were more
willing to acknowledge the mystery at the heart of all theological inquiry,
preferred to leave unexplored.1

The bearing of modernity upon ecclesiological method should not be
exaggerated, however. Nor is modernity necessarily a bad thing, since it
may be that some aspects of modernity are not unreasonable responses to
the failures and sinfulness of the church. The distinctions between pre-
modern, modern and postmodern forms of inquiry can easily be over-
drawn. I will introduce a different, less historically based distinction in
the next chapter that is, I think, more fruitful theologically. Yet it remains
the case, as I hope to show, that some characteristically “modern” moves
can be correlated with some of the methodological difficulties of contem-
porary ecclesiology. This is not to say that the ecclesiologies discussed
below are products of a modern mindset tout court; quite the contrary.
Many who are cited have rejected, at least implicitly, many elements of
modernity. But where these elements are at work in these ecclesiologies,
they inhibit an effective contribution to the upbuilding of the church.

If we generalize from the wide range of ecclesiological styles of the last
century or so, it is possible to detect five key methodological elements.
One is the attempt to encapsulate in a single word or phrase the most
essential characteristic of the church; another is to construe the church as
having a bipartite structure. These two elements are often combined,
third, into a systematic and theoretical form of normative ecclesiology. A
fourth element is a tendency to reflect upon the church in abstraction
from its concrete identity. And one consequence of this is, fifth, a ten-
dency to present idealized accounts of the church. We will begin by dis-
cussing the first three elements.
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Reflection upon the church in recent years has usually followed some-
thing like the approach that Avery Dulles has described, and has devel-
oped further and more systematically, in his Models of the Church.2There he
discusses and assesses five concepts or images commonly used in ecclesio-
logy. One model frequently used is “sacrament,” favored by Karl Rahner
and by Dulles himself when he wrote the first edition of Models.3Another
is “herald,” which Dulles believes was used by Karl Barth and Hans
Küng.4 “Institution” was a common model in nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century Roman Catholic ecclesiology.5 A fourth model, “mys-
tical communion,” used by Emil Brunner and Emile Mersch,6 has
recently evolved into a somewhat different concept, that of “commun-
ion.”7The model of “servant” was also sometimes favored, for example by
Dietrich Bonhoeffer.8 And in a later expansion of his book Dulles devel-
ops a sixth model, his own “community of disciples.”9

Working with a single primary model permits theologians to develop
highly systematic accounts of the implications of a biblical or traditional
image or concept for our understanding of the church. They tend to use
the model in two ways: in an explanatory way, to synthesize what is
already known about the church; and in an exploratory or heuristic way,
to lead to new insights about its nature and activity.10 Occasionally, too,
they may also adopt something along the lines of Dulles’s own compara-
tive approach, whereby the theologian uses a model to summarize a par-
ticular kind of ecclesiology in order to assess its relative merits and
drawbacks by comparison to other models. In such a case, the idea is to
propose a suitable modification of the model or else to propose a new
model that does justice to all the ecclesiological needs reflected in other
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models. The latter approach is taken by Dulles himself in the first edition
of his book.11

In spite of the diversity of their models,12 theologians often agree
about the second key element, namely a particular construal, at a purely
formal level, of the kind of thing the church is. According to this con-
strual the church is something that has a twofold ontological structure.
One of its aspects, the primary one, is spiritual and invisible, often
described as the church’s “true nature” or its “essence.” The other aspect is
the everyday, empirical reality of the church, its institutions and activ-
ities. The relation between the two aspects is often described by saying
that the primary one “realizes” or “manifests” itself in the subsequent
one, or that the visible church is the “expression” of its invisible aspect.
Thus a genuine understanding of the expression is contingent upon a
grasp of the basic, primary core.

The twofold structure of the church is formal and flexible enough to
be described in markedly different ways, and to serve quite diverse
agendas.13 Three examples illustrate this flexibility. One theologian
whose description has been very influential within Roman Catholicism is
Karl Rahner. His model, that of “sacrament,” addresses the twofold struc-
ture of the church directly. According to Rahner, the church is the “funda-
mental sign or sacrament” of God’s gracious presence in the world. The
language of Roman Catholic sacramental theology, with its distinction
between the reality, the res, and that through which it is signified and
made present, the sacramentum, permits Rahner to distinguish the
church’s “divine interiority” (i.e., its primary aspect) as something that is
“essentially different” from the church’s “bodily nature,” the visible,
“earthly reality” of the church (i.e., its secondary aspect).14Drawing a par-
allel with the most basic sacrament, the Incarnation, Rahner contends
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that while the two aspects are not to be confused, neither should they be
divided. In spite of sin and human finitude the visible church is indeed a
true sacrament or Realsymbol, for it makes present in history the res that is
hidden within it. Thus Rahner can say that the church is both the sign of
the “real, permanent and ever valid presence of God in the world” as well
as that which effects this presence.15

Karl Barth also construes the church as a twofold entity, and uses a
model, “Body of Christ,” that explicitly reflects the church’s ontological
structure. His concerns in doing so, however, are somewhat different
from Rahner’s. Barth wants to avoid the kind of sacramental understand-
ing of the church whereby the human activity constituting the visible
aspect contributes to the making present of that which is invisible. He
insists, on the contrary, that it is the activity of Christ and the Holy Spirit
alone that creates the church, and that this activity, since it is gracious, is
entirely free. Thus he contends that Jesus Christ is the “identical and uni-
versal and continuing essence of the church,” while the visible group we
call the church, on the other hand, is only a church-in-appearance, a
Scheinkirche.16 Only when “it is gathered and lets itself be gathered and
gathers itself by the living Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit”17 does
the latter take on a likeness to its inner reality so as to become the “earthly
historical existence-form [i.e., the body] of Jesus Christ.”18Thus the being
of the true church (and Barth leaves it open as to how continuous such
“events” of gathering by the Holy Spirit may be) is twofold, its visible
aspect a witness to that which is its “invisible being.”19

Although these two theologians have obviously different concerns
that guide their descriptions of the relation between the two aspects, and
use different models to do so, the formal similarities in construing the
ecclesial object are evident. Both theologians use their model to describe
the relation between the primary aspect (respectively the self-communi-
cation of God and the presence of Jesus Christ) and the secondary aspect,
which is the manifestation of the primary aspect in visible ecclesial form.
Other models that have been used in much the same way include “People
of God” and “Temple of the Spirit.” In all such cases, the two terms of the
phrase reflect the relation within the twofold structure of the church.
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There are other ways to model the twofold structure. One of the more
significant is exemplified in Jean-Marie Tillard’s Church of Churches, a book
devoted to “a revival of the entire vision of the church around commun-
ion.”20 Tillard believes that the church is most itself when it celebrates
the Eucharist as a community gathered about its bishop. At such a time
the community’s fellowship realizes in visible form the essential reality
of the church, which is its participation in the trinitarian communion
(koinonia).21 Here, then, Tillard uses his model to describe the relation
between the two aspects of the church by a single analogous term rather
than a two-term phrase. However they are used, the combination of the
twofold construal and its encapsulation in a single systematic principle
has proven quite useful for ecclesiological reflection. The notion that the
church has a hidden primary reality manifested in diverse ways can
conceivably contribute to ecumenical efforts, since it suggests that
underneath concrete denominational differences there lies a shared sub-
stratum of what is most essentially ecclesial.22 Another role for the
twofold construal is to provide a way to reconcile the church’s ideal
primary aspect with its frequently sinful realization, its secondary
aspect. The latter can be understood as a distortion of the former. More-
over, as I noted in the previous chapter, the same move has been used to
affirm the uniqueness of the church at the essential level. In spite of
appearances to the contrary, the concrete church is a realization of some-
thing hidden within it that is more basic and perfect, something consti-
tuted by God’s gracious and saving presence. Thus we might claim that
the church is, in spite of its evident sinfulness, really unlike other institu-
tions, since they do not have this reality at their core. The church is then
both unique and superior, for it is the one religious body that cannot be
adequately described in purely sociological terms. Only a theological per-
spective can access its primary reality.

Another significant move in modern ecclesiology is the third noted
above, namely to combine the systematic principle and the twofold con-
strual to develop normative descriptions of the church. The logic of this
move is something like the following: If the fundamental reality of the
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church is some particular thing, namely model x, then x must be realized
in the visible forms of the church, which can then be described systemati-
cally and normatively in its light. Where x is not evident, or where ele-
ments that are counter to x are found, the church should be suitably
altered to fit in the area of y. Thus, for example, if the essential reality of
the church is “communion,” where the visible church is disunited or con-
tentious, we must say that it is realizing itself in a distorted way and
should be reformed. This move can be seen in Rahner, for example, who
believes that “a knowledge of the church’s abiding nature” can exercise “a
critical function” in determining its form and actions within a particular
historical and cultural situation.23 Barth, too, focuses upon the Body of
Christ as part of his effort to recover the Christological center in the life of
the church.24And Tillard moves from his definition of the primary aspect
of the church to normative proposals about how “communion” should be
realized in all aspects of its life.25

These three moves of modern ecclesiology do, however, have certain
demonstrable limitations and drawbacks. One of the more obvious is that
to date no agreement has been reached as to which model of the primary
reality is the definitive one. Instead, throughout the twentieth century
there has arisen a succession of models, for some of which very strong
claims have been made, yet none has been found to be adequate in every
significant area. Thus the “Body of Christ” model, popular in Roman
circles especially in the 1950s, was relegated to secondary status by some
theologians of the next decade or so, who preferred the model “People of
God.” This in turn has been replaced, again especially in Roman circles,
by “sacrament,” and more recently and generally, by the model of “com-
munion.” Such changes in the tides of ecclesiological fashion would seem
to break down the normativity of modern ecclesiology’s proposals. The
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argument that “the church is x, therefore the church should look like abc
and reform y must be initiated” loses its force if others say “x is not the
model that most definitively determines the essential characteristic of the
church, but rather z is, and z does not normatively require shape abc nor
reform y.”

In spite of the lack of consensus, the rhetoric of theologians often
seems to suggest that the particular model of the church they have
selected is something like the “right” one. Thus Karl Barth claims that,
while other images or concepts can be applied to the church only “sym-
bolically or metaphorically,” “Body of Christ” is denotative and should
structure all theological talk about the church.26 Similarly, we find in the
earlier work of Rahner a number of strong claims for his model of the
church as Ursakrament.27 And for Tillard, “communion” constitutes the
church’s “very essence,” the concept that sums up the understanding of
the church in the early tradition, and it is this concept “alone” that is the
key to further ecumenical progress.28

Such strong claims seem to imply that the particular model advocated
is to be understood as the fundamental principle of any and all ecclesio-
logy. It may be, though, that theologians use such rhetoric only as an
effort – albeit a fruitless one unless all agree on what constitutes the
church’s primary aspect – to bolster their proposals for the shape of the
concrete church. Theologians such as Barth and Rahner might well have
agreed, if pushed, with Avery Dulles’s assertion that ecclesiology can
never discover what he calls a “supermodel,” i.e., an image or concept of
the church that is entirely adequate and that relativizes all other
models.29 Dulles’s rule is based on two considerations. First, his analysis
of the various models shows that each of them has been found to be defi-
cient in some way. Second, such inadequacy is due, he believes, to the
theologoumenon that since the primary aspect of the church is pene-
trated by the activity of God it must be understood as a theological
mystery and, as such, is essentially indefinable.30

Dulles’s rule needs a bit more support, however, since those who want
to insist that their model is the supermodel could counter it by arguing
that the inadequacies of other models are not present in the one they have
selected and developed. Furthermore, they could point out that theology
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always has to do with divine mystery, yet the essential elements of many
doctrinal loci have been defined. Thus, to take an obvious example, they
could contend that, although the doctrine of the Trinity cannot compre-
hend the essence of God, it still says something true about God, and it says
it in a way that should structure all our thinking and doing in relation to
God. Similarly, their model should structure all further theological reflec-
tion upon the church.

Something like this is the argument of Herwi Rikhof who, in his The
Concept of Church, explicitly rejects Dulles’s appeal to mystery.31He is also
unhappy with the ambiguity he finds in the Vatican II documents on the
church; they make use of too many images.32 Rikhof argues that we need
a “central and basic” definition of the church in order to “legislate a more
strict use” of the concept “church.”33He believes that congregatio fidelium is
the “real definition” that establishes the essence of the church in words
that are denotative rather than merely metaphorical or figurative.34From
this most basic concept, then, Rikhof expects us to be able to make some
progress in ecclesiology by means of systematic deductions from a firmly
established premise.

Yet is such a rationalistic form of ecclesiology really feasible? If it were,
the “right” ecclesiological model would function in some respects like
the doctrine of the Trinity, and more deductively than the latter doctrine
has traditionally been used. The doctrine of the Trinity is, I take it,
implicit in the Scriptural understanding of God35 and is both the herme-
neutic key for reading Scripture as well as the primary rule governing
Christian discourse about God. For an image or concept to be a super-
model, something similar would have to be the case, though of course in
an appropriately more restricted way. Yet the tradition to date has not
found it necessary or even fitting to develop an ecclesiological doctrine
parallel to that of the Trinity. Certainly there are a number of doctrines
about the church that have been developed over the centuries, such as the
four marks of the church, that it is one, holy, catholic and apostolic; the
rule against Donatism (corpus permixtum); that in some significant, yet
doctrinally underdetermined way, salvation can be had only within the
church (extra ecclesia nulla salus); that the church is not simply an invisible
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entity; that it is indefectible, and the like. But none of these doctrines
requires or relies upon a particular model. Various models have been pro-
posed at one time or another but, to repeat, none has been defined or
received as the most basic and fully adequate model.

There are at least two reasons why no single model of the church’s fun-
damental reality has become doctrinally definitive. One is that there
seems to be an irreducible plurality of ways of talking about the church
within the New Testament.36 Each ecclesiology there reflects the context
and concerns of a particular community: that of Matthew, for example, is
clearly different in important respects from that of Luke or Paul. Admit-
tedly, one can also find a not dissimilar plurality of Christologies, but the
tradition seems to have decided that the Scriptural parameters for fitting
descriptions of Jesus Christ are considerably narrower that those for the
church.37 Throughout the tradition, a variety of ecclesiological models
can be found, many of which were considered quite legitimate and useful
for some particular context and need. Thus there are simply too few
parameters in Scripture or tradition to support strong claims for a single
supermodel; quite the contrary. Although we may find that certain
models are essential to any good theology of the church (“Body of Christ,”
“communion,” and “People of God” would be obvious candidates), it
would be difficult to argue from Scripture or tradition that one of these
should be considered the primary one in a way that relegates all others to
secondary status.

A second reason for the lack of a basic doctrine about the church has to
do with the doctrine of the Trinity itself, the preeminent rule for Chris-
tian discourse. A number of theologians have noted how this doctrine
requires us to keep shifting our perspective so that we view a theological
locus like the doctrine of the church in relation to one and then another
person of the Trinity, as well as to the Trinity as such. Nicholas Lash has
pointed out that no one perspective can be adequate; each will need the
“corrective pressure” of another.38 Thus theological reflection upon the
church in its relation to Jesus Christ is inadequate without further reflec-
tion from the perspectives of the Father and the Holy Spirit. We cannot

Church, World and the Christian Life34

36. See Raymond Brown, The Churches the Apostles Left Behind (New York: Paulist Press, 1984).
37. See James D. G. Dunn, Unity and Diversity in the New Testament, 2nd ed. (London: SCM
Press, 1990).
38. See Nicholas Lash, Believing Three Ways in One God (Notre Dame: University of Notre
Dame Press, 1993), p. 93. Karl Barth of the CD would agree: see George Hunsinger, How To
Read Karl Barth: The Shape of His Theology (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 53,
107f. The chapter below discusses Hans Urs von Balthasar’s similar contention.



combine three such ecclesiological perspectives into a single system, since
each perspective reflects upon the whole from a single viewpoint. To
adopt another viewpoint must be systematically to begin again. Nor can
we make the internal relations of the Trinity into a systematic principle,
as some contemporary communion ecclesiologies do, using a social
analogy of the Trinity.39Describing the Christian community in terms of
a formal doctrine abstracts the concrete church from the complex and
concrete actions of the three persons made known to us in Scripture.
Moreover, such a move founders on the disruption of history by the
Cross.40

The doctrine of the Trinity supports Stephen Sykes’s contention that
Christianity itself is too rich and multifaceted a way of life to be fully com-
prehended within a single system. As an “essentially contested concept,”
it needs to be described from a variety of perspectives, none of which can
be adequate alone.41To treat Christianity as if it has a definable essence, a
single principle in terms of which one could systematically map the
whole, is inevitably to distort it. This is not to say that the attempt to do
systematic theology is wrong, only that the limits of the genre should be
acknowledged and be incorporated somehow into the system.42 The
point applies a fortiori to the Christian life and its embodiment in the con-
crete church. As Dulles rightly insists, “[m]uch harm is done by imperia-
listically seeking to impose some one model as the definitive one.”43

Let us summarize more assertively the main points made thus far in
this chapter. To the extent that theologians imply, by their rhetoric or by
the structure of their argumentation, that the model they select is the
supermodel, their claims are untenable and unfitting. And so, to the
extent that they deduce a complete and normative systematic description
of the church from the definitive model of the church’s essence, their
argument fails. To suggest that we abandon such efforts, though, is not to
say that we should abandon any and all use of models. We are likely to
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find that there are certain things that must be said about the church that
are best said by means of a certain image or concept, so that some models
may be necessary ones. But if different perspectives on the church are nec-
essary as well as permissible, then not only are claims for a supermodel
unwarrantable, the very search for them unwarrantably contracts our
ecclesiological horizons. Models should instead be used to discover and
explore imaginatively the many facets of the Christian church.

We recall that the two remaining tendencies of modern ecclesiological
method are to reflect upon the church abstractly and in terms of perfec-
tion. All the systematic ecclesiologies cited thus far in this chapter display
to some degree a tendency to concentrate their efforts upon setting forth
more or less complete descriptions of what the perfect church should look
like. They present blueprints of what the church should ideally become.
This is due in part to the method of models and the twofold construal, for
the images and concepts used to model the church are almost always
terms of perfection.44 But it also reflects the widespread lack of explicit
and careful analysis of the church’s present practices and institutions and
how they might bear upon that description. The impression is given – no
doubt in many cases a false one – that theologians believe that it is neces-
sary to get our thinking about the church right first, after which we can go
on to put our theory into practice. It is as if good ecclesial practices can be
described only after a prior and quite abstract consideration of true eccle-
sial doctrine. The method of modern ecclesiology thus exemplifies the
disjunction between doctrinal and moral reflection, between theoretical
and practical reasoning, which Stanley Hauerwas has argued is a charac-
teristic of modern theology.45

One problem with this approach can now readily be seen. Blueprint
ecclesiologies are dependent for their normative force upon agreement
regarding the fundamental starting point, upon the model. If, however,
that agreement is absent, their force is diminished. So it may be better to
interpret a blueprint ecclesiology as more of a rhetorical strategy, some-
thing intended to convey an ideal “vision” that will spur efforts towards
some concrete goal. Again, though, if that vision is unappealing, it and its
proposals may be rather easily dismissed by privileging some other
element of Scripture or tradition.
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Another significant difficulty with the blueprint approach is that its
systematic and ideal use of models of perfection does not make a suffi-
cient distinction between the church militant and the church trium-
phant. The characteristics of the heavenly church are described as so
thoroughly present within the earthly church that there is little that
needs to be said about the latter except to describe how those characteris-
tics are realized. The church’s sinfulness can be considered as no more
than a rather infrequent and finally insignificant distortion of the
church’s abiding fundamental reality, rather than an ever-present aspect
of the church’s concrete identity. And this can lead to a naive, complacent
or worse attitude in those quarters of the church that subscribe to the
view that “underneath” our visible flaws there lies the ideal heart of gold
if only those carping critics had sufficient “faith” to see it. While there is
indeed an ontological relation between the two forms of the church, the
tendency of the blueprint approach to focus upon the eschatological form
overstresses that relation. The church in via has characteristics of its own
that are quite different from the church triumphant and which prevent it
from being described predominantly in terms of perfection. The pilgrim
church is concrete in quite a different way from the heavenly church. It
exists in a particular time and place, and is prone to error and sin as it
struggles, often confusedly, on its way. If these characteristics are ignored,
or relegated to a secondary concern, the temptation arises to set up false
goals that cannot be realized, which may lead to depression for those who
try to realize them, and cynicism in those who compare the ideal vision
with the reality.

Blueprint ecclesiologies thus foster a disjunction not only between
normative theory and normative accounts of ecclesial practice, but
between ideal ecclesiology and the realities of the concrete church, too.
They undervalue thereby the theological significance of the genuine
struggles of the church’s membership to live as disciples within the less-
than-perfect church and within societies that are often unwilling to over-
look the church’s flaws. As a consequence, blueprint ecclesiologies
frequently display a curious inability to acknowledge the complexities of
ecclesial life in its pilgrim state. To take just one instance, we noted how
Tillard believes that the Eucharist is the most perfect expression of “com-
munion.” While that may well be true, Eucharists are concretely and fre-
quently divided by race, class, gender and political ideology, to say
nothing of denominational divisions. Does not the presence of such flaws
so obscure the expression of perfection that it becomes the contrary,
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namely an expression of the loss of communion?46 Should we not under-
stand the very brokenness of the Body of Christ as an expression of the
church’s true reality prior to the eschaton? Tillard, furthermore, believes
that we should “reflect calmly” (with “serenity” in the French edition)47
upon the status of women in the church. Yet the history of the church
indicates that serene reflection is the perquisite of those in power.
Reforms, like doctrinal agreements, are usually the result, not of serenity,
but of struggle and eventual compromise.

In sum, these five methodological traits of modern ecclesiology con-
spire to distort theologians’ reflections upon the church in via. To the
extent that the blueprint method is used – and, to repeat, we are dealing
here with discernible tendencies found in varying degrees in most
modern ecclesiology – it can lead to reductively abstract and theoretical
views of the church. It provides few tools with which theologians can crit-
ically reflect upon the concrete identity of the church. On the contrary, it
seems to direct their attention away from it.

Such difficulties with the blueprint approach indicate the need for an
alternative that better reflects the proper function of ecclesiology. Eccle-
siology is not about the business of finding the single right way to think
about the church, of developing a blueprint suitable for all times and
places. Rather, I propose that its function is to aid the concrete church in
performing its tasks of witness and pastoral care within what I will call its
“ecclesiological context.”

To introduce the word “context” may be to prompt a misunderstand-
ing that should be cleared up directly. As I conceive it, the ecclesiological
context is not something that is separate from the church, such that it and
the church could be usefully described independently and then consid-
ered in relation to one another. Nor does the term refer to something, like
“liberal culture” or “European society,” that does not properly belong
within the scope of theological inquiry. Hence the term “context” here
does not indicate an alignment with those forms of theology which
attempt to correlate the church or Christianity on the one hand with its
secular and cultural context on the other. That method makes the
assumption that the two entities can be described independently of
one another, often by means of different disciplines, prior to their being
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“correlated.” The following chapters amount to a cumulative argument
against that assumption and the coherence of such a method in theo-
logy.48 Instead, the term is used here simply to point to the fact that the
concrete church lives within and is formed by its context. Its context con-
sists of all that bears upon or contributes to the shape of Christian witness
and discipleship and its ecclesial embodiment. It therefore includes many
churchly elements, such as (a far from exhaustive list): the church’s
history, both local and worldwide; the background beliefs and the eco-
nomic and social status of its members; recent developments among its
leaderships; styles of argumentation in theology (sapiential, scholastic,
modern, postmodern); styles of worship, and the like. The context also
includes the whole range of things, including the past and present shape
of the church and its theology, that can be described and analyzed by such
disciplines as philosophy, history, the social sciences, even the hard sci-
ences. The ecclesiological context, then, is highly complex, so much so
that consensus as to its best description is unlikely, not only among theo-
logical and non-theological forms of inquiry, but also within a single dis-
cipline.

The concrete church, living in and for the world, performs its tasks of
witness and discipleship within particular, ever-shifting contexts, and its
performance is shaped by them. Critical theological analysis of those con-
texts, and the present shape and activity of the church within them,
should therefore be one of the central tasks of ecclesiology. This is not to
suggest that we should simply abandon more traditional forms of eccles-
iological inquiry. Rather, it is to propose that we broaden their scope and
change their orientation so that they include explicit analysis of the eccles-
iological context as an integral part of properly theological reflection upon
the church.49

The ecclesiological context is a significant factor influencing the con-
struction of ecclesiology, including the selection of a model. How that
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context bears upon ecclesiological proposals is itself a complex process,
working through a number of media. It will be helpful for later construc-
tive purposes to give a simple account of some of the factors that prompt
theologians to select one model rather than another, setting aside for the
moment their explicit theological reasons for doing so.

One key factor that bears upon one’s ecclesiology is the theological
imagination. Everyone who constructs a theological proposal makes, in
David Kelsey’s well-known phrase, a “single, synoptic imaginative judg-
ment” as to what the Christian thing is fundamentally all about.50 Since
no theologian who is interesting has quite the same imagination as
another, they each make a somewhat different judgment, reflecting their
ecclesiological context, their character, life history, status within the
church and society, and the like. Notwithstanding such variables, distinc-
tively Christian beliefs, valuations and practices are, of course, the central
ingredients of the theological imagination, in keeping with an orienta-
tion to Jesus Christ as ultimate truth. These ingredients are mediated to
prospective theologians by socialization within their often quite diverse
Christian communities.

As theologians mature they may find that the concrete church as they
experience it is not entirely consistent, either with Christianity as they
have come to understand it, or with some aspects of the ecclesiological
context in which they find themselves, or both. Thereby an agenda arises:
they seek to affect present Christian discourse and practice so that it more
fully accords with their judgment about Christian identity and/or more
adequately responds to the present context as they construe it. A specifi-
cally ecclesiological agenda will be especially concerned to alter the self-
understanding of the church in order to bring about an appropriate
change in the community’s concrete identity. The kind of change desired
can run the gamut from more or less radical reform to the restoration of
past beliefs and practices, or simply the preservation of some threatened
element of the church’s status quo.

An important factor influencing the judgment and the agenda is the
theologian’s interpretation of the church’s historical identity. Theolo-
gians construct narratives which situate the contemporary church in the
context of history-in-general as well as ecclesiastical history. They
develop these interpretive narratives as their answer to questions that
include: When and where was the church at its best or at its worst, and
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why? What events or patterns of practice and belief are especially constit-
utive of, or counter to, its authentic identity? What resources and obsta-
cles for ecclesial reform have arisen in the ecclesiological context in recent
years, both within and outside the church? What trajectories can be dis-
cerned that may bear upon present difficulties and opportunities? For
many theologians the narrative remains largely implicit or worked out in
comparatively little detail. For others, such as Augustine in the City of God
and Eusebius in the Ecclesiastical History, the narratives are quite explicit
and in their particular case somewhat opposed.51

The theologian develops her interpretive narrative within the over-
arching conception of reality by which she makes sense of her world.
This conception has been given various names, such as a framework, a
horizon or a metanarrative.52 Although a Christian theologian’s horizon
will naturally be informed by Christian beliefs, there is no single horizon
shared by all Christians.53 This was the case even during those parts of
the premodern period when such horizons were more likely than now to
be unthematized, taken for granted, and largely shared among people of
a particular time and place. Compare, for example, Thomas Aquinas and
Martin Luther who, according to Otto Pesch, develop their theologies
within sapiential and existential horizons respectively.54 Christian hori-
zons may vary, in part because the Christian thing is so multifaceted that
it may legitimately be construed in different ways, and in part because
every horizon includes non-Christian-specific elements. At present all
such horizons, Christian or not, are problematic and so, as they are
forced to respond to challenges, they have sometimes become more
explicit.55
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The interpretive narrative and the horizon are closely related to a key
element of the imaginative judgment, namely a decision as to how to con-
strue “the mode of God’s presence to the faithful.”56 Barth, for example,
understands God to be with us primarily in and through the biblical
stories about the particular person Jesus of Nazareth.57His judgment can
be correlated with his interpretation of the recent history of the church as
one of progressive loss of the salvific significance and material decisive-
ness of the particular person Jesus Christ. This was traceable, he believed,
to the rise of liberal Protestantism and subsequently manifested in the
inability of the German church to withstand militarism and fascist ideo-
logy.58 Tillard, we noted, considers God to be present to the faithful pri-
marily in Eucharistic communion, in and through which they participate
in the trinitarian koinonia. His judgment can be correlated with his inter-
pretation of church history. Accordingly, the emphasis upon communion
in the patristic period provides an effective counter to contemporary
Western individualism.59And, to note another example, liberation theo-
logians judge God to be present particularly in the struggle of the poor
and oppressed for liberation. Their interpretation of church history lends
weight to their contention that the voices of the marginalized in the third
world must be heard if theology is to avoid distortion by an overemphasis
upon first-world preoccupations, which are often capitalist and middle-
class.60

Judgments about the primary mode of God’s presence and about the
church’s history and its present shape will help to determine the way in
which we interpret Scripture61 and tradition and, if we use the models
method, how we select our model of the church. If, like Barth, our agenda
is to recover the centrality of Jesus Christ, we will require a model that
permits us to develop our description of the church accordingly, and will
select an image such as Body and/or Bride of Christ. Or if, like Tillard, our
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agenda is to recover a way of being church that was most evident in the
patristic period, we will be likely to select a model prevalent in that era
and interpret it in a more or less patristic way. Or if, like Leonardo Boff,
our agenda is the liberation of the poor, then we may follow him in select-
ing a model of the church developed with an emphasis upon the liberative
work of grass roots churches.62

This account of some of the background factors involved in ecclesio-
logical proposals is admittedly quite rough-and-ready, but as such it is in
keeping with the rough-and-ready way these things actually happen. If it
is not too far from the mark, it suggests that, contrary to the implied logic
of models and blueprints, there is a thoroughly multidirectional move-
ment in ecclesiological argumentation. While a blueprint ecclesiology
may be presented as if it were a normative and systematic deduction from
a single model, in fact any ecclesiological proposal, systematic or other-
wise, depends for its cogency upon appeals, explicit or tacit, to complex
relationships among a wide range of factors. Besides Scripture and tradi-
tion, construed within a particular horizon, these include an interpreta-
tion of the history of the church, a construal of Christianity and the mode
of God’s presence to the faithful, and a construal of the present ecclesio-
logical context. Each of these construals may be related to the others in
different ways and in different sequences for each theologian. Every theo-
logian who reflects on the church deals with these factors at some stage,
either by thinking them through explicitly or else by accepting the view
of one or more of them that prevails within her particular ecclesiological
context.

To illustrate the multidirectional logic of ecclesiology we return once
again to examples of the method of models. At the same time we can note
another limitation of the method. Not only is the selection of a model the
result of contingent factors, but such factors also affect decisions about
how to use the model or, in other words, about what concrete ecclesiolog-
ical meaning to give it. Certainly images such as “Body of Christ” or theo-
logical concepts such as “sacrament” have some specifiable meaning apart
from their location within a particular ecclesiology. Thus the Pauline
texts inform the use of “Body of Christ,” indicating that the church is
dependent upon the grace of Christ and is a visible and corporate entity.
“Sacrament,” too, has an accepted meaning within Roman Catholic
circles, and “communion” is informed by trinitarian doctrine. However,
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when any one of these is used as a model of the church, its meaning is sur-
prisingly underdetermined.

To show this, let us take the example of the model of “communion,”
perhaps the most popular model in contemporary ecclesiology. Besides
its use by resourcement theologians such as Tillard, and the Orthodox
theologian, Zizioulas, the model can be found in liberation theologians
such as Leonardo Boff; the feminist, Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza; the
liberal Protestant, Peter Hodgson; and the Free Church theologian,
Miroslav Volf. All six theologians relate the concept to the doctrine of God
in such a way that, apart from its ecclesiological implications, the word is
used in approximately the same way. One might assume, then, that these
six theologians have achieved a consensus that “communion” is the
primary model of the church, at least for the contemporary context.
However, that consensus, if indeed it exists, would be largely vacuous,
since when they explicate the meaning of “communion” considerable dif-
ferences in the usage of the word become apparent. For Tillard and Zizi-
oulas, communion is expressed in the visible unity of the church when,
gathered about the bishop, it celebrates the Eucharist.63 For Boff, com-
munion is realized at the parish or even smaller level, in the solidarity of
the poor as they struggle against oppression.64 For Volf, communion is
described in terms of the metaphor of “sibling friends” within a volun-
tary association.65 Used by Fiorenza, the model is used to support far-
reaching proposals for a non-discriminatory church order.66 And for
Hodgson, as we will see in more detail in a later chapter, communion (koi-
nonia) indicates the need for a new way of being church that is “nonpro-
vincial, nonexclusionary, nonhierarchical [and] noncultic.”67 In all cases,
the concrete meanings of “communion” are analogous at best and, say in
the case of Tillard and Hodgson, quite possibly in conflict.

It would be difficult to demonstrate to everyone’s satisfaction, and by
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means of an analysis of the model itself, that any one of these uses is
simply wrong or that one of them is sufficiently basic to relativize the
others. This is because what governs the usage of “communion” is not so
much the model as such but the respective imaginative judgments and
agendas of the theologians. Thus Fiorenza invests her use of “commun-
ion” with meaning accorded it by her feminist reading of the church’s
history and her agenda for reform.68 Tillard invests his model with
meaning accorded it by patristic theology and his concern for ecumenism
and community. Volf’s model is used to develop a trinitarian ecclesiology
for the Free Churches.69 Boff’s model supports an understanding of the
church as an agent of liberation in solidarity with the poor. Hodgson’s
notion of koinonia is filled out with many of the values and concerns of
Western modernity. Each theologian, given her or his agenda and con-
strual, arguably uses the model in the “right” way, and so perceives the
flaws in other formulations. Thus, if we agree with their agenda, we will
likely agree with their use of the model; if not, not.

This does not condemn us to talk past one another endlessly. It means
that, if we want to challenge one or other of these ecclesiologies, our argu-
ment would best be directed, not against the model itself, but against the
construals that govern its use. For what is in dispute among these theolo-
gians is not the word “communion” but everything that guides its use. And
without that guidance, it would seem that there are few concrete ecclesio-
logical implications of the “communion” concept beyond ruling out
ecclesial structures and practices that foster blatant individualism. A
similar indeterminacy is evident in the other images and concepts we
have mentioned. The model of “institution” clearly requires some kind of
ecclesial structure; but it does not specify its form nor that it be any more
than minimal. An institutional model could conceivably be used to advo-
cate a view of the church as a democratic institution as much as a hier-
archical one. “Body of Christ” only requires that the church, however
conceived concretely, be understood as visible and in a dependent relation
to Christ. “Community of Disciples” says nothing of itself about what
constitutes discipleship, except that it will involve coming together as a
community in some undetermined fashion.

It is therefore not the image or concept itself but how it is used within
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a complex of interpretation – of the church’s history and its present con-
crete shape, of the contemporary context and agenda, of construals of
Scripture, and the like – that gives it its ecclesiological meaning. Of itself,
a model can offer few answers to ecclesiological questions. The model
cannot function logically as a normative principle, but only in a much
weaker way, as a concept summarizing the ecclesiological proposals a par-
ticular theologian is advancing or analyzing. An image or concept is not
the starting point for ecclesiological inquiry so much as the reflection of a
decision as to how best to explicate that inquiry’s conclusions. This is not
to deny a model’s heuristic function, but what among its findings is
accepted or not is determined by the agenda rather than the model itself.
Models may indeed function systematically, but only by gathering
together and organizing everything else that is finally more significant
than the model is itself.

In contrast to the structure and rhetoric of blueprint ecclesiology,
then, theological reflection upon the church is in fact from the very outset
a matter of practical rather than theoretical reasoning. The practice of
ecclesiology arises out of ecclesial practices, and is ordered directly
towards them. Moreover, judgments about the concrete church, however
incipient or implicit, are necessarily a factor in the construction of every
ecclesiology. Thus not only is the search for the supermodel misguided,
the method of models itself focuses attention on the wrong place. The
primary concern of ecclesiology should not be to explicate a particular
model but to make sound judgments upon the “everything else.” Putting
it boldly, ecclesiologists have something rather like a prophetic function
in the church. They reflect theologically and therefore critically upon the
church’s concrete identity in order to help it boast in its Lord, and boast
only in its Lord. They attempt to assess the church’s witness and pastoral
care in light of Scripture and in relation to a theological analysis of the
contemporary ecclesiological context. They propose changes in the
church’s concrete identity that will conserve, reform or more radically
restructure it, in order to help it embody its witness more truthfully and
better demonstrate the superiority of its way of life. Contextual ecclesial
praxis informs ecclesiology, and ecclesiology informs contextual ecclesial
praxis, in a practical hermeneutical circle.70

Ecclesiology, in short, is a form of theological reflection that should be
explicitly practical and prophetic. Unfortunately, however, ecclesiology
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displays the problem inherent in all attempts at “prophecy.” Apart from
outrageously obvious mistakes, it can be remarkably difficult to say which
prophetic interpretation is right or which practical proposal is suitable.
Who could show to everyone’s satisfaction which of the ecclesiologies just
cited has the best grasp of the ecclesiological context and indicates the
right ecclesial response to it? Such judgments are extremely difficult to
make without the benefits of a hindsight that can see and assess their
practical consequences. Who, in Eusebius’ time, would not have been
tempted to agree with his triumphalist reading of recent history as the
providential merging of Rome and victorious Christianity?71 If we had
been in Germany in 1933, some of us would no doubt have found it all too
easy to have found reasons for quietly dismissing Barth’s and others’ pro-
phetic call and for joining the German Christians.72 Nor would anyone
claim, I would think, that a decision for or against the parties in the Refor-
mation would have been easy for those in medias res or that it is straightfor-
ward for us today.

Judgments about the Christian thing, the concrete church and the
ecclesiological context cannot be avoided; they are part of any ecclesio-
logy, whether they are acknowledged or not. Clearly, such judgments are
best made consciously and explicitly. The tendency of modern ecclesio-
logy, though, is to include little explicit analysis of the church’s concrete
identity and its context. A given blueprint ecclesiology may indeed
respond adequately to its context. But, again, the lack of such analysis
increases the likelihood that it will not, even though it may be consonant
with Scripture and tradition. In such a case the theologian would have
misconstrued the historical movement of the church and its present
shape, or misinterpreted the ecclesiological context, or both. As a result,
the blueprint, although fine as a presentation of doctrine, would be
unfruitful or impractical in the concrete in that, like most bad judg-
ments, it would respond to what is peripheral rather than to what is
central. And because the blueprint is developed without explicit consid-
eration of the ecclesiological context, it may well take longer to recognize
its inadequacy.

To make this clearer, let us look at two examples of ecclesiological mis-
judgment, one imaginary and one factual. If I lived in Europe in 1935 and
published an ecclesiology based upon a communion model, I could rea-
sonably be accused of misreading the context and the recent history of the

Blueprint ecclesiologies 47

71. See Markus, Saeculum, p. 48.
72. See Robert P. Eriksen, Theologians Under Hitler (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1985).



church. In spite of its impeccable Scriptural and patristic warrants, my
model would likely be wrong. To advocate a doctrine of the church that
stresses unity and harmony would, in that context, be to act as a false
prophet because it would privilege a perspective on the church that draws
it too close to the prevailing fascist ideology. That such a misjudgment
was all too easy can be seen from the case of Teilhard de Chardin, who in
1924 asserted that “There is only one Evil 5disunity,” and was able even in
1936 to say: “Fascism opens its arms to the future. Its ambition is to
embrace vast wholes in its empire. . . .Fascism may possibly represent a
fairly successful small-scale model of tomorrow’s world.”73 If adopted in
such a context, my model would likely contribute to the sinfulness of the
church, for it would become correspondingly more difficult for Chris-
tians to discern the incoherence in saying Christus est Dominus while
engaging in fascist practices that serve another lord. The ecclesiology
would render the church’s witness untruthful and idolatrous.

A second example of ecclesiological misjudgment can be drawn from
William T. Cavanaugh’s Torture and Eucharist.74 Cavanaugh narrates the
story of the church in Chile during the Pinochet regime. For a remarkably
long time, the church failed to do anything significant to respond to the
state’s torture of its citizens and their subsequent disappearance. One
major reason for this, according to Cavanaugh, was the church’s self-
understanding. The Chilean church had adopted a European ecclesio-
logy, a Maritainian “distinction of planes” model that prescribed a
fundamentally organic relation between the nation state and the church.
The former is to deal with political matters while the latter looks after the
“soul” of the nation and avoids any involvement in the political sphere.75
This ecclesiology of harmony prevented the church from recognizing that
its own central practice, the Eucharist, conflicted radically with the prac-
tice of torture that had become central to the Pinochet state. The two-tier
model inhibited the church leadership from seeing the Eucharist as a
political practice that challenged the politics of the regime. Although not
unreasonable in the abstract, this ecclesiology proved in practice to be
useless in preventing the distortion of the church’s witness and pastoral
care.
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These two examples indicate the need to set up another criterion
by which to assess all ecclesiological proposals, namely, how well such
proposals respond to the ecclesiological context for which and within
which they are made. This practical, contextual criterion will require
some expansion of the scope of ecclesiology. It is not enough simply to
presuppose a shared construal of the realities of the concrete church and
its context. Rather, theologically informed yet critically sophisticated
descriptions of both are vital elements of any practical-prophetic propo-
sal so that others may assess and, if need be, challenge them.

To avoid confusion, here it is appropriate to anticipate very briefly
some later points. To incorporate contextual analyses into ecclesiological
reflection is not to make a correlationist move, or at least not the usual
kind. My proposal should not be confused with what is sometimes called
“practical” or “contextual” theology, with which it does indeed share
some elements. Even if one were to agree with Don S. Browning, an
advocate of practical theology who argues that theology is “a practical
discipline through and through,” it does not follow that theology is best
done by means of a “critical correlational approach.”76 The tendency of
the correlation method to distort Christian theology by uncritically
assimilating normative humanistic beliefs is exemplified by Browning’s
contention that the social sciences are “to articulate a normative vision of
the human life cycle” as a kind of universal that can be “mediated” to
particular individuals and groups.77 Similarly, the ecclesiologist,
Johannes A. van der Ven, insists on the principles of non-competition
and equal status between theology and the social sciences. His ecclesio-
logy suffers, as a consequence, from an account of the context (and the
church, all too often) that is excessively dependent upon modernistic
and explanatory sociological categories, with little or no critical contri-
bution from theology.78

Practical-prophetic ecclesiology must indeed engage with all relevant
non-theological disciplines. The following chapters will discuss how to
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integrate both theological and non-theological contextual analyses into
ecclesiology without turning away from ecclesiology’s primary function.
That function, we recall, is to aid the church in performing its task of
truthful witness within a particular ecclesiological context. It is also to
help the church in its pastoral task of fostering good discipleship so that
its members may more truly embody their claims about Jesus Christ and
about the life made possible in and through him. Accordingly, final judg-
ments about such matters can only be theological. Practical-prophetic
ecclesiology must deny – if it is to be truly prophetic – any proposal to
change the concrete church made merely in order that it may better fit the
norms of a non-Christian worldview or social context. Nor can it allow
social science or any other non-theological discipline to have the final
word on our understanding of the ecclesiological context. Both church
and context must be critically analyzed using all available tools, but
within a thoroughly theological horizon. The next chapter presents such
a horizon; chapter 5 discusses how theology can engage with non-theo-
logical disciplines; and the appropriate critical tools are described in
chapter 7.

The critical points made in this chapter have been the following. To
the extent that modern ecclesiology is governed by an abstract, rationalis-
tic and overly theoretical approach, it makes it difficult for theologians to
acknowledge the realities of the church’s concrete identity. Ecclesiology is
misguided if it attempts to construct, on the basis of a single model or
principle, a systematic blueprint for the church that applies normatively
always and everywhere. Such a blueprint can be very powerful and replete
with profound theological language. Yet it may well prove to be a harmful
response to the ecclesiological context and thus practically and propheti-
cally false. Ecclesiology is not a doctrinal theory that can be worked out
without close attention to the concrete life of the church. Practical-
prophetic ecclesiology is not well done by trying to find the best model of
the church, nor need it always describe the church in terms of a particular
model, since models function less as systematic principles than as
summary principles for other, ultimately more significant proposals.

More constructively, this chapter has argued that ecclesiology is a prac-
tical-prophetic discipline that seeks, above all, to help the concrete church
perform its main tasks ever more adequately. Ecclesiology should be
expanded by incorporating critical analyses of the concrete church and its
context into the arguments for its proposals, so that these can be ana-
lyzed, challenged and improved. It should also make as explicit as pos-
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sible the various elements of the imaginative judgments that govern its
construals and analyses, again with a view to making them available for
critical consideration. Ecclesiology, on this view, serves the church in
medias res, as a contextually-applicable set of practical-prophetic propo-
sals.
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3

A theodramatic horizon

The previous chapter described and critically analyzed some of the
methodological characteristics of modern ecclesiology. These characteris-
tics make it significantly more difficult than it need be for theologians
who focus upon the church to carry out one of their chief responsibilities,
namely to reflect critically and practically upon the church’s concrete
identity. As a consequence, contemporary ecclesiology does not contrib-
ute as much as it could to the church’s task of glorying in Jesus Christ
alone and of aiding the church’s disciples to embody their witness as
truthfully as possible within particular ecclesiological contexts. Indeed,
blueprint ecclesiologies sometimes obstruct the church’s efforts. The
chapter also began to note some of the elements of an alternative
approach. The contextual criterion supports the principle that ecclesio-
logy should be as explicit as possible about the many judgments it must
make, including its construal of the ecclesiological context. Every theo-
logical proposal should be assessed not only with regard to its conformity
to Scripture and the tradition of its interpretation, but also with regard to
its fittingness for a particular ecclesiological context. All ecclesiological
judgments are made within an ecclesiological context, and all should
serve the church’s work within that context.

Later chapters will present further analysis of modern ecclesiology in
relation to the ecclesiological context. The concern of the present chapter
is to consider one of the most significant of the background elements of
ecclesiology, namely the horizon or metanarrative. This, we recall, pro-
vides the over-arching framework within which other judgments are
made, judgments about how to interpret Scripture and tradition, and
how to construe the mode of God’s presence, the church’s past and present
identity, and the ecclesiological context. In order to bring more diverse
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analytic tools into ecclesiological reflection in a theologically appropriate
way, we need to be able to situate them within a suitable horizon, and
make that horizon explicit. The horizon described here draws heavily
upon the theodramatic theory of Hans Urs von Balthasar.1My interest in
Balthasar’s work, however, is quite restricted. I appropriate only what is
relevant for the purpose and make little use of Balthasar’s ecclesiology as
such or of his theology generally. Some of his proposals, indeed, seem less
than helpful for the church’s work within the present ecclesiological
context.2 The concern of this chapter, then, is not to delineate a horizon
that is demonstrably consistent with Balthasar’s theological oeuvre.
Instead, it is to borrow Balthasar’s splendidly imaginative conception in
order to articulate a Christian metanarrative that is particularly suitable
for practical-prophetic ecclesiology. While there may be other versions of
the Christian metanarrative that conform just as well to Scripture and tra-
dition, the theodramatic one outlined here encourages rather than
hinders the development of an expanded ecclesiology. Moreover, it can
foster active engagement between theological and non-theological dis-
courses without having to resort to a humanist or an anti-humanist meta-
narrative.

Additionally, Balthasar’s theodramatic theory is appropriate in that it
provides a resource for clarifying some of the differences between the
methodological traits of modern ecclesiology and the practical-prophetic
approaches to be proposed here. It does so, furthermore, without having
to rely upon historical periodization. Balthasar contends that theological
discourse should reflect the true nature of revelation and Christian exis-
tence prior to the eschaton. The relations between God, world and church
are best conceived, he believes, as something rather like a play. The play
can be described in terms of one or other of two main types of Christian
horizons and theological styles, the epic and the dramatic.3 Dramatic
theology, as we will see in some detail shortly, takes the perspective of a
participant in the drama, of one who lives entirely within the movement
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of the play. It displays the tensive and conflictual nature of Christian exis-
tence, reflecting in its very form the ongoing dramatic struggle that con-
stitutes discipleship (TD I, 22).4

In contrast, epic theology steps out of the drama to take an external,
spectator’s perspective upon the completed play. The epic horizon can be
seen especially in church documents, catechisms, and those large-scale
systematic theologies in which the Christian life is laid out as a whole, as
if nothing further needs to be done or known. By distancing itself from
the confusions of the struggle, epic theology is able to develop a “tidy”
account of Christian doctrine (cf. TD I, 20). It may assume, incorrectly,
that the play runs along mechanically according to principles that can be
known to us in advance of the action (TD II, 53f.). While such an approach
can be very useful for certain purposes, it has evident drawbacks if it
becomes the sole form of theological discourse. It may fail to recognize
new developments in the drama. And in ignoring or dissolving the ten-
sions inherent in our existence as Christians, epic theology may become
so “static” or “essentialist” that it distorts its account (TD II, 12).

Whether or not Balthasar is right in his assertion that Christianity is
best thought of in terms of a play, there are obvious parallels between epic
theology and the methodological traits of modern ecclesiology. Neither is
usually found in absolute form, of course. Nor are “epic” and “modern”
identical concepts; some premodern theology is epic in form. But the epic
style and the blueprint form of modern ecclesiology clearly share some
characteristics. Both would describe the church in terms of its final per-
fection rather than its concrete and sinful existence. Both would treat the
church’s ideal being as normative, rather than presenting careful and crit-
ical descriptions of its activity within the confusions and complexities of
a particular ecclesiological context. The epic horizon is also reflected in
the rhetoric of modern ecclesiology to the extent that it implies that it
presents the final and definitive account of the doctrine of the church, one
that is adequate for all future contexts and developments within the
play.5

The similarities between the epic and modern styles of ecclesiology
suggest that premodern theological reflection upon the church may give
evidence of rather more dramatic horizons and styles. We can get some
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idea of the various approaches of premodern ecclesiology by very briefly
looking at the work of three standard theologians: Augustine, Thomas
Aquinas and John Calvin.

Augustine’s rejection, noted earlier, of Eusebius’ interpretation of
history as the merging of Rome with Christianity into a final peace, can
readily be seen as an anti-epic move. The rejection reflects a judgment
about the ecclesiological context that is made explicit in the City of God.6
The well-known metaphor7 of the two cities divides humanity into two,
according to whether their actions display a love of God or a love of domi-
nation (CoG 1.1). Augustine clearly affirms the ontological relation
between the City of God and the church. The City is already present
within the church, in that some members of the latter are predestined
eventually to live in the former (CoG 8.24). But the City cannot function as
a model for the church because their concrete identities are distinguished
quite radically (CoG 20.9). Having abandoned his earlier “politics of per-
fection,”8Augustine contends that while the City of God is pure and spot-
less, the church is made up of members of both cities.9 Against the
Donatists, then, perfection is not a present possibility for the church.
Moreover, the members of the two cities do not constitute the church
simply as a bipartite body, as Tyconius held, such that one part could be
described in terms of perfection. Rather, the church is a thoroughly
mixed body (CoG 1.35). As such, its life is one of dramatic struggle (CoG
18.49, 16.25) until it attains the eschatological peace of the heavenly City
(CoG 19.13).10 “The Church proceeds on its pilgrim way in this world, in
these evil days. Its troubled course began . . . with Abel himself . . . and the
pilgrimage goes on from that time right up to the end of history” (CoG
18.51). The church is, indeed, “even now the kingdom of God,” but, quite
unlike the City of God, it is “a kingdom at war” (CoG 20.9). Its task is
therefore to gather those who have already been chosen for “testing and
training” so as to “raise them from the temporal and visible to an appre-
hension of the eternal and invisible” (CoG 10.14).
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Augustine’s metaphor of the two cities thus inhibits any tendency to
overlook the struggles and confusions of pre-eschatological Christian
existence. Other images and metaphors can be read as having a similar
function. For example, the phrase, “Body of Christ” occurs frequently in
his work and is applied to both the pilgrim and the heavenly church.11
But this is not because it is the systematic principle of his ecclesiology. It is
used because it permits a distinction to be made between the pilgrim
church and the heavenly church, yet it also joins them together in Christ.
The phrase thereby maintains rather than overcomes the tensive charac-
ter of ecclesial life. Augustine is not a system builder in anything like the
modern or epic sense. His work is occasional, responding to the pastoral
problems facing the church of his day.12 Even his use of the word
“church” shifts continually.13The structure of the City of God depends not
upon an underlying definition of the church, but upon the narrative
description of the dramatic patterns of church history.14 Augustine pre-
sents his theology of the church by situating it within its ecclesiological
context, which he calls the “saeculum” (CoG 19.17). His ecclesiology in the
City of God takes the form of an open-ended narrative of the history of the
two cities “in their interwoven, perplexed and only eschatologically sepa-
rable reality.”15

One might think that if ever there were a premodern epic theologian it
would be Thomas Aquinas. Certainly, Thomas presents nothing like the
explicitly dramatic narrative of the City of God. But as Balthasar and others
have noted,16 both his Summae are structured by an underlying narrative
of creation’s movement from God and its return to God, a narrative drawn
from the neo-Platonic exitus et reditus schema. Recent studies have
brought to the fore the more dramatic aspects of this narrative.17 The
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dialectical form of Thomas’s theological inquiry reflects its location
within the “drama of conversion, of sin and virtue, of rejection or accep-
tance of God’s grace.”18 Rather than attempting to get the spectator’s
definitive perspective upon the whole, Thomas works within a tradition
of Scriptural interpretation. Theological inquiry is historical, ongoing
and open-ended.19 It moves along by dealing with points of controversy
as they arise in the course of the church’s attempts to witness to its Lord.20

The open-endedness of Thomas’s theological style is evident in those
areas of the Summa Theologiae where he comes closest to talking directly
about the doctrine of the church. There he refrains from defining the
church or from saying more than is necessary to establish a contested
point.21 As George Sabra rightly notes in his study of Thomas’s ecclesio-
logy, he uses a number of different concepts and images to describe the
church, chief among which are corpus Christi mysticum and congregatio
fidelium.22 These are not models, though, in the sense of modern ecclesio-
logy, for Thomas’s ecclesiology is governed by the principle of “saving”
the text of Scripture.23That is, what Thomas says about the church is pri-
marily intended to demonstrate the coherence and reasonableness of
Scripture. His ecclesiology is structured by neither a model nor a narra-
tive of the saeculum, but by the narrative of creation and redemption
revealed in Scripture and explicated in the authoritative tradition of its
interpretation.

If Scripture is construed as revealing the movement of all things from
God and their return into God, then theology, which depends upon Scrip-
ture, must follow the same narrative pattern. Furthermore, Thomas
argues, it must do so not only with a speculative interest but also with
practical considerations in view; doctrine and morality continually bear
upon one another.24 Accordingly, the Summa Theologiae includes a long
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second part where Thomas discusses in great detail the shape of true dis-
cipleship, and the third part, where he discusses the reditus explicitly as
the “way” of Jesus Christ.25The second part and much of the third part of
the Summa together constitute a kind of practical ecclesiology, for it is
there that Thomas gives an account of what he believed to be the best
thinking of his time about the beliefs, practices and valuations that
should be embodied in the concrete church. His work helped the church
to perform its pastoral role of training and teaching its members how to
acquire those dispositions that orient them properly to their final end and
so enable them to be truthful disciples.

Calvin’s theological treatment of the church is, as William Bouwsma
says, “thoroughly practical.”26 The Institutes of the Christian Religion27 are
not a systematic theology in the sense of a view of the whole worked out in
terms of one or two principles. Rather, as Serene Jones has argued, Calvin
is concerned to explicate Scripture faithfully, and “to edify, uplift, and
defend the particular community of faith to whom he speaks.”28 Conse-
quently his ecclesiology serves the church’s pastoral function of aiding its
members to become more truthful disciples (ICR 4.1.1; 4.1.4). The church
is a thoroughly mixed body in this world (ICR 4.1.17,20), so although
Calvin avoids making right discipline (ICR 4.12) one of the marks of the
church, it is clear that his concern is primarily with the church’s pedagog-
ical function, with its task of fostering the practices of true piety. He
insists upon the third and “principal” use of the law for believers because
they need “to learn more thoroughly each day the nature of the Lord’s
will” (ICR 2.7.12.). The visible mother church (ICR 4.1.4) helps Christians
respond to their call to sanctification (ICR 3.19.2), teaching them how to
mortify the flesh and vivify the spirit (ICR 3.3.5) through practices of
fasting, prayer (ICR 3.20), communal worship, and the like.

Calvin is guided in his ecclesiology by his constant reference to Scrip-
ture and by his “insistence on the church as a functioning community.”29
The Christian community is found concretely in particular congregations
and parishes, in those “individual churches, disposed in towns and vil-
lages according to human need, so that each rightly has the name and
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authority of the church” (ICR 4.1.9). To be sure, Calvin discusses the
marks of the church (ICR 4.1.9), but these are developed with pastoral and
ecumenical concerns in mind, to help the Christians of his day find a
church that was truly such (ICR 4.1.10–18). Calvin also mentions, almost in
passing, his twofold construal of the church (ICR 4.1.7). Here, too, the dis-
tinction serves to recall the confusions of pre-eschatological existence and
our future hope rather than to establish an ideal invisible church as the
basis for an epic ecclesiology. In sum, his focus is on the concrete or
“visible” church as the “external means” by which God brings us into “the
society of Christ” (ICR 4 title).

In all three of these premodern theologians doctrine and practical con-
cerns are interwoven. Doctrines about the church are formulated to serve
the tasks of the church rather than for theoretical purposes. As a conse-
quence, ecclesiology is often hard to distinguish from what amounts to a
form of Christian social ethics in which the society in question is the
church. The primary focus is upon Scripture and upon how it throws
light upon the issues that affect Christian discipleship and witness at this
particular point in God’s play.30 In their various ways, all three theolo-
gians acknowledge the struggle and conflict inherent in the life of the
church, and they all avoid idealistic descriptions of its present identity.

It is possible that these somewhat more dramatic aspects of premod-
ern approaches to ecclesiology often go unremarked because premodern
texts are read within a largely epic horizon. It may be, too, that they are
placed within a modern narrative, as the early stages of the progress of
ecclesiology towards its proper method or model. The result would be to
emphasize those methodological elements that are similar to the modern
and epic views, and revise or ignore those elements that do not fit such
views.31 This is not, to repeat, in itself necessarily wrong; indeed it can be
very useful, provided it does not rule out alternatives.

One further reason, then, for appropriating Balthasar’s theodramatic
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horizon is that it provides a strong counterweight to the epic tendencies
of modern ecclesiology, and may on that account help us to retrieve tradi-
tional resources to overcome too heavy a reliance upon blueprints and the
method of models. It is fair to say that Balthasar’s construction, in spite of
the evident influence of Hegel,32 is an explication of something like a
horizon that can frequently be found within premodern Christianity,
especially during the patristic period, but which has been largely aban-
doned during the modern period. At the same time, his theory draws
upon the insights of modernity so as to constitute a horizon that is suit-
able for practical-prophetic ecclesiology as our societies move into a late-
modern or postmodern era. In order to retrieve a premodern horizon
along the lines of Balthasar’s theodrama for use within the contemporary,
postcritical ecclesiological context, I will have to make a case that it is
better, in terms of both function and truth, than its alternatives. The
argument will build over the remainder of this book. For the rest of this
chapter, I will first give an overview of Balthasar’s theodramatic theory in
so far as it forms a suitably Christian metanarrative. Then I will discuss a
few of its implications for practical-prophetic ecclesiology. The task of
this chapter is largely descriptive. In the coming chapters, I test the use-
fulness, coherence and truthfulness of this horizon.

Balthasar notes how it is rather ironic that throughout its history the
church has so frequently condemned the stage. For revelation itself is
“dramatic at its very core” (TD II, 51), and shows that Christian existence
itself is “inherently dramatic.” Indeed, Balthasar forthrightly denies the
liberal thesis of the progressive integration of world and church. On the
contrary, the dramatic struggle is intensifying (TD II, 96; V, 22). It is
“the fundamental law of post-Christian world history” that the more the
Kingdom of Christ is proclaimed in the world, the more determined will
be the opposition to it, yet that which is for or against the Kingdom will
be ever harder to tell apart (TD IV, 21). Scripture, too, is dramatic rather
than epic.33 It is not best to interpret it as if it were a story told by one who
knows and reveals the entirety of the drama of salvation from the perspec-
tive of its conclusion. It may look like a “final, immovable word”, but in
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fact it “journeys along with history” (TD II, 105), functioning like a “vast
net” within which “the attested and generative word of God can traverse
unhindered” (TD II, 108). It is thus a “part of the drama itself, moving
along with it” (TD II, 112). Under the direction of the Spirit, Scripture con-
stantly mediates between “the drama beyond and the drama here” (TD I,
22). It reveals the whole as something rather like a play authored by the
Father and directed by the Spirit, the chief actor of which is the Son. The
dramatic character of Christian existence “here” is thus grounded in the
primary drama “beyond”, in the life of the immanent Trinity. It is Christ’s
work pro nobis that draws creation into the primary drama. And the play
continues on after the Resurrection, as we join it by responding or failing
to respond, as individuals and as the church, to God’s work for us. Our
existence (echoing Hamlet) is therefore a play that we play within the over-
arching divine play. So to understand our roles, as individuals and as the
church, we must situate them within the primary drama, for “one cannot
construct a theodrama from below” (TD II, 53; see V, 61–65).

We must begin our account of the drama, then, within the Trinity
itself. God is absolutely free in God’s self-possession. God can, therefore,
freely choose to surrender Godself: “as Father, he can share his Godhead
with the Son, and, as Father and Son, he can share the same Godhead with
the Spirit.” In so doing, God does not lose Godself in order to gain Godself
through the mediation of the other, for “he is always himself by giving
himself” in “absolute love” (TD II, 256). This explains God’s free self-
giving to the world as love without having to say that God “needed” the
world process and the Cross in order to become Godself (“to mediate
himself” in a Hegelian fashion) (TD IV, 323). The mission of the Son pro
nobis is thus an entirely gratuitous extension of his procession into the
economy of salvation. But “whereas in his processio he moves toward the
Father in receptivity and gratitude, in his missio . . . he moves away from
him and toward the world, into the latter’s ultimate darkness” (TD IV,
356).

Balthasar insists that we should be quite realistic about suffering
within creation. The dramatic tension of our existence must not be
replaced by a “Stoicism with Christian trimmings” (TD IV, 76). Nor can
suffering be domesticated by “a short-sighted, petit-bourgeois rational-
ism” that insists on its educative function (TD IV, 192; V, 498ff.). More than
anything else it is the experience of suffering in its various forms that
makes it difficult for people to approach God. We must acknowledge that
there is no way to explain away the problem. Our only response can be
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that Jesus, who did not do away with suffering, suffered with us (TD IV,
195). It is he who experiences absolute suffering – utter God-forsakenness
– for our sake, in order that the sinner’s alienation from God may be taken
“into the Godhead, into the ‘economic’ distance between Father and Son”
(TD IV, 381). It is this freely obedient suffering on the part of the Son that
makes him “the matrix of all possible dramas”, for “he embodies the
absolute drama in his own person” (TD III, 62). It is he who, in his work
pro nobis (TD IV, 239), makes possible the “primal mystery,” namely our
communion (communio) with God in which “God, out of his freely
bestowed love, allows that which is not God to participate in all the treas-
ures of his love” (TD, II 127).

In becoming flesh, Jesus Christ creates a stage (TD III, 41), “an acting
area for dramas of theological moment, involving other, created persons”
(TD III, 162). He thus makes it possible for us, both as individuals and as
the church, to play our respective parts within the “all-embracing drama”
(TD II, 69). However – and this for us is one of the more significant points
of Balthasar’s theodramatic theory – if Christian existence is to be genu-
inely dramatic and not merely a puppet-play, our response must be really
our own. We must be genuinely free to choose to play our parts well or
badly, or even to refuse to play them at all. God’s “loving respect” for us
makes possible that freedom, for God becomes “latent,” “accompanying”
us rather than overwhelming us with God’s presence (TD II, 276). Thus in
a way analogous to (and dependent upon) the way the Father makes room
for the Son within the Godhead, God gives us a place on the stage where
we may make our own free response in gratitude. Our acting space is
therefore not to be thought of as somehow located in a sphere separate
from God. Rather it is located within God’s sphere, within the one theo-
drama. Our incorporation into the play is made possible by Christ, and
thus our parts are to be played en Christoi. We are actively and freely
involved in Christ’s work, though not in a way that blurs “the distinction
between Christ’s preeminence and his followers and collaborators” (TD
IV, 239). Our involvement takes the form of the “progressive incarnating
of the word of thanks in our lives.” Since it is indeed our own, free
response, it is also the “progressive self-realization of finite freedom
within the context of infinite freedom” (TD II, 291).

Our response takes the form of following Jesus Christ in gratitude.34
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We follow the historical Jesus as well as the Risen Christ, so our disciple-
ship may well include suffering. Not that our suffering will add anything
to Christ’s all-sufficient redemptive suffering, but within his suffering “a
place has been left for the disciples” (TD IV, 388). We must expect our roles
to be difficult to play since, as we noted earlier, Christ’s victory has
ushered in “the most dramatic period of world history” (TD III, 37). While
the Resurrection has indeed brought about our ultimate liberation from
the powers of evil, it has increased our danger, for the devil “intensifies
his enslavement of mankind more than ever” (TD IV, 369; see V, 203ff.) as
part of the “eschatological intensification within the victory of Christ” (TD
IV, 370). Our activity is thus a part of the larger “struggle between the
divine and that which is hostile to the divine, a struggle over the world,”
not only within the world (TD III, 53).

God calls each one of us to respond to our own unique mission, one
that “automatically” allots the one called to “a combat role in the task of
world liberation” (TD III, 231). Each of us is called to “walk along a spe-
cially designed personal path toward identity with the exemplary proto-
type” (TD II, 292). Our role or mission or part (the terms are virtually
synonymous for Balthasar) individuates and personalizes us to the extent
that we actively respond to our call. Jesus, again, is the model. Jesus so
completely accepted his mission that it became his personal identity; he is
his mission. The Son’s absolute, yet absolutely free, obedience rendered
his person utterly unique and his work of universal significance (TD II,
32). For us, however, there is always a “tragic” division between our indi-
vidual identity and the part we are called to play, between our “I” and our
calling. But the more we respond to our call the more we become who we
uniquely are, for “each conscious subject is created for the sake of his
mission, a mission that makes him a person” (TD III, 208). Being a person
is thus not a “natural” thing, nor something we construct through auto-
nomously self-creative activity. It is, rather, a gift of grace:

[I]f man freely affirms and accepts the election, vocation and mission

which God, in sovereign freedom, offers him, he has the greatest

possible chance of becoming a person, of laying hold of his own

substance, of grasping that most intimate idea of his own self – which

otherwise would remain undiscoverable. (TD III, 263)

The more we give ourselves up to discipleship, therefore, the more we
become who we really are in Christ (TD III, 162). (This argument is, of
course, Balthasar’s explication of the conditions of discipleship stipu-
lated in Matthew 16:24f. and par.)

It is important to note that the call to participate in the theodrama can
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by no means be limited to Christians, for no one is a pure spectator;
“everyone has some part to play” even outside the church (TD III, 534).
The Spirit of Christ is not bound to the church but is everywhere within
the world. The church has much to learn from non-Christian traditions,
for “Jesus can work, directly, outside the church” in both individuals and
in groups (TD III, 528f.). Non-Christian elements of culture “can be an
obstacle to grace” and contribute to a less than satisfactory “religious
culture” within the church (TD IV, 209, note). But Balthasar also
acknowledges how the early church borrowed many social practices from
pagan culture, modifying them for their own use. Thus Paul borrows
from pagan ethics (TD IV, 182f.), and Israel takes its religious forms partly
from pagan origins. Such moves indicate that “the antecedent forms
cannot be dismissed as simply negative” (TD IV, 211). Hence there is a
“fluid” relation between the church and the “total human community”
(TD I, 647).

For those whose vocation is to play an explicitly Christian role in God’s
play, the call is always also a summons to membership and activity within
the church. What distinguishes the members of the church is their knowl-
edge of the way things are. This gives them the opportunity “explicitly to
adopt [Christ’s] standpoint (Matt. 3:14) and to receive the fullness of his
power so that they can continue his work in the world” (TD III, 279).
Balthasar’s understanding of the relation between the individual Chris-
tian and the church is complex and tensive. The Christian enters the com-
munity as part of her response to being addressed as an individual by
God, for our personal mission not only individuates us, but has a “social-
izing” effect, too (TD III, 349). The call to play one’s part in the drama thus
precedes, even though it necessarily leads to, one’s membership in the
church. Hence communion with other Christians cannot be a condition
for fellowship with God, since “it is through personal confession of Christ
and relationship with him that the individual becomes a member of his
Mystical Body” (TD III, 450, my emphasis). The goal of the church, then,
cannot be to achieve community for its own sake. Nor should its liturgical
celebrations or any other of its cultural activities be thought of as having
as their primary goal the engendering of communal fellowship. Rather,
the goal of all that the church does is communion with the Trinity (TD III,
452).

At the same time, though, the church is not merely the aggregate of its
members; in some ways it does precede the individual. Like Jesus himself,
we as individuals need the community, for “being-in-the-flesh always
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means receiving from others” (TD III, 177). Our individuating response to
God’s call is mediated to us by the church (TD III, 128). Our free response
cannot be made without interaction with other free subjects (TD II, 202).
Moreover, our individuating response to grace is progressive. We must
discover, learn, and grow into our roles, and for this we must interact with
the Christian community over time. A vital element of the church’s work
is thus to help us to discover what our particular role is and to help us play
it better. Yet the community should not think that its function is to
provide those roles for its members. Individual Christians do not select
one of a range of character-types the church offers us, nor should we seek
to become so molded into a particular kind of Christian character that we
lose our individual mission and personality.

The relation between the Christian community and the individual is
thus a dialectical one: our call is unmediated, yet it must be mediated
through the church (TD II, 391). The relation is a “concrete metaphor” of
the relations within the triune God (TD II, 415). Yet Balthasar emphasizes
that the consequence of following Christ in discipleship will be solitude,
both as the church and as an individual: “Christ is the individual among
men; he is utterly lonely.” The church, therefore, “will have to be ‘solitary’
in an environment that hates her.” And the church must itself be a “Chris-
tologically fashioned community: though she is Christ’s community of
love, she consists of individuals who live their lives following the solitary
Christ” (TD III, 448).

Balthasar places considerable emphasis upon the dramatic existence
of the church as it responds and fails to respond to its call to play its part
within the theodrama. The church in via lives a tensive existence, caught
between the “already” and the “not yet,” between time and eternity,
between its traditions and the need for constant newness, between
authority and inspiration (TD IV, 453f.), and so on. As a consequence the
church’s history is almost inevitably tragic (TD IV, 455). For the struggle
for and against God’s redemptive activity takes place not only between the
world and the church, but within the latter itself. Until the eschaton, this
cannot be avoided: as corpus permixtum the church has “to continue to
endure the inner tension between her ideal and her fallen reality” (TD III,
443).

Yet the church must not be simply passive in its endurance. As the
book of Revelation shows in its account of the seven churches of Asia,

each church and all the individuals in it have to act on their own

decision . . . . [Their] works consist not only in patient endurance or
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martyrdom but equally in cleansing the community of diverse kinds of

offence, in inner conversion and a return to the “former works” . . . and

also in the external successes that can be granted even to a community

that has “but little power.” (TD II, 61)

Balthasar’s account of the relation between divine and human freedom
enables him to recognize clearly that “the gospel does not replace human
decision and arrangements” in constituting the concrete church (TD II,
86). In spite of our “frail finitude” we in the church must accomplish
something of “ultimate value” (TD IV, 76). We are indeed saved only by
Jesus Christ, but if everything came from God alone, there could be no
drama; if all were passive, then “all Christology would dissolve in Mono-
physitism and the doctrine of grace dissolve in extreme Predestinarian-
ism” (TD II, 184). Thus the church is “always two things at once: on the
one hand, she is constituted by Christ’s self-dedication, and, on the other
hand, she must continually exercise and ratify this constitution in ways
that are ever new” (TD III, 429). This is the church’s mission, its role in the
theodrama, which Balthasar sums up in dramatic form as the mystery of
the church: “What the church does is Christ and his work; but he lets her
do it” (TD III, 431).

Balthasar’s theodramatic horizon and his conception of the place and
action of the church within it are both compatible with the initial account
of the church in chapter 1 above, though clearly he brings out the dra-
matic aspects of ecclesial existence rather more. Balthasar makes his own
ecclesiological proposals within this horizon, but we will not follow him
any further, for the concern here is to push ecclesiology in a more practi-
cal-prophetic direction than he does. It will take the remaining chapters
to draw out the implications of this horizon for that ecclesiology, for it is
best to do so by contrasting it with alternatives. For the remainder of this
chapter, I note just a few salient points with regard to the relations
between church and God, church and disciple, and church and world.

Within the theodramatic horizon, everything is located within the
sphere of God’s creative and redemptive activity. All human activity is
dependent upon the prior activity of God, yet because of our location
within the theodrama, we are truly free to play our own part in ways that
are in some sense really independent of God. That is, we can and do choose
to act in ways that are contrary to God’s will, yet those decisions are made
within and become part of the theodrama. Both divine and human agency,
moreover, must be understood, as in premodern theology generally,
without any kind of division of labor. It is not the case, as has sometimes
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been assumed in modern theology,35 that God acts in certain areas while
humans are left to act in other areas more or less alone. Human agency is
fully constitutive of all human institutions and bodies, including the
church. At the same time, divine agency is fully constitutive of all such
bodies, including those that are non-ecclesial and non-religious. There is
nowhere where God is not creatively and redemptively present.

This has a number of implications for ecclesiology. Most broadly, it
raises theology to the position of metadiscourse, to that form of reflection
that situates all other forms of reflection.36 If God is active everywhere,
then all human activity bears some relation to God, and to bracket out
that relation can only be a temporary move. At the same time, this concep-
tion of the divine–human concursus relativizes in at least one significant
way the status of the church and its theological discourse as they relate to
other religious and non-religious bodies. It is indeed the case that the
church is different from such bodies both in degree and in kind because
the Spirit is active within it in a distinctive manner. And it is also the case
that, as a consequence, our activity has possibilities – true discipleship
and convincing witness in preaching and sacraments, for example – that
are unavailable elsewhere. Yet the theodramatic horizon suggests that we
consider all religious and non-religious bodies to be constituted con-
cretely by both kinds of agency, divine and human. To deny this would be
to deny the freedom and governance of the Spirit-director of the theo-
drama and place such bodies outside the play. The formal similarity
between church and other religious or non-religious bodies does not,
though, imply that they are merely diverse concrete expressions of some
deep-spiritual or proleptically eschatological harmony. With a theodra-
matic horizon we have strong reasons for denying a final unity underly-
ing all conflict and difference. What binds all things together is not an
ontological ground, a shared subjectivity or a humanist goal, but the loca-
tion of all action under the directorship of God. The unity of all things is
to be found, then, not in the depths of our being, but in what must
remain unknown to us prior to the eschaton, namely the script of the
theodrama. As we will see later, this point has some significant implica-
tions for the use of the twofold construal.
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Both within and outside the church, our agency is dependent upon the
divine agency, but yet we work in our own thoroughly human way.
Within the church, as within other groups and as individuals, human
activity is sufficiently independent (through grace) that it does not simply
make manifest, in a more or less distorted fashion, the underlying divine
presence. Were that the case, the theodrama would be, for humanity at
least, a mere puppet-play. Rather, our activity should be expected to run
at times counter to the divine activity, manifesting our finitude and sin.
When it does so, such activity still remains constitutive of the church’s
concrete identity, for if it did not, the church could not be said to play any
role of its own in the theodrama. Its identity is thus thoroughly dramatic
in form, for it is the embodiment of its struggle to follow, reject or ignore
the movement of the Spirit in its midst. Something formally similar can
be said about other religious and non-religious bodies, too: the Holy
Spirit, human actions that display finitude and sin, as well as grace-
enabled action in accordance with God’s will – these are constitutive of all
human institutions and groups, whether they make any attempt to
follow God’s will or not. It is within and by means of this confused mix
that we make our contribution to the theodrama.

That both the church and other religious and non-religious bodies
have not dissimilar agential constitutions has both positive and negative
implications for the church’s relations with what is not the church. Solely
for purposes of clarification, let us make a very simple distinction
between two common theological uses of the word “world.” “World” can
denote that part of creation that is actively working against Christ and his
church. The church must reject this form of world wherever it can be dis-
cerned. We can call this form of world, “anti-Christ,” though the phrase is
perhaps too sharp, disguising the fact that what it labels is often very dif-
ficult to detect. (I would use “anti-Christian,” but it is likely that on occa-
sion some forms of anti-Christian or anti-church activity may be
prompted by the Spirit.) But “world” may also signify that part of crea-
tion that does not work against its creator and redeemer. This world can
include the communal embodiments of all religious and non-religious
traditions and societies that do not intend to follow Christ. Such tradi-
tions and societies may or may not have been more or less influenced by
Christian ideas and practices. We can call this world the “non-church.”
While it may well include elements of anti-Christ, where it does not, this
non-church world consists simply of fallen humanity outside the con-
crete church.
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Within a theodramatic perspective the non-church world becomes
theologically laden, for it cannot be understood as independent of God’s
activity. And since the Holy Spirit is present and active not only within the
church but in what is non-church, sometimes a fruitful relation – though
one that must remain thoroughly tensive – can arise between the church
and the non-church. The church can learn from what is non-church. Pro-
phetic voices may arise there in, for example, non-theological intellectual
disciplines, or in non-Christian religions. One might argue, to take a
random example, that advances in science in the last hundred years or so
have enabled the church to acknowledge that, in certain periods at least, it
may have misunderstood the accounts of creation in Genesis 1 and 2. It
may have been prompted by non-church challenges to discover (eventu-
ally on its own terms) that it had been thinking of God’s creative activity
in overly simple ways.

The non-church world is thus not only the place where the church is to
witness to its Lord, it is also the place from which the church may learn
about its Lord and about true discipleship. The tension that should
always exist between church and non-church is thus not only something
to be endured, but also something to be acknowledged as a gift. The
church benefits from the non-church world, even as the world benefits
(whether it thinks it does or not) from hearing and seeing the gospel of
Christ truthfully embodied. Even the anti-church is part of the play, in
spite of its theological absurdity. All human activities – response, neutral-
ity and rejection – are made within the one overarching theodrama. And
they can only be fully understood in so far as they are situated within the
theodramatic framework.

Since the church can at times learn from the work of the Spirit working
in what is non-church, it seems reasonable to propose that the church
should make a habit of listening to the non-church, of trying to discern
the Spirit’s action in its challenges, of seeking out its wisdom in case
Christ’s word is spoken there. This, of course, is not an easy or straightfor-
ward thing to do. For one thing, to acknowledge the need to listen and
learn is to deprive Christians of the comfort and security of knowing that
they have, or have access to, all the answers. Moreover, it is often difficult,
as we noted earlier, to make the “prophetic” decisions as to which non-
church elements are suitable for modification and appropriation by the
church, which should be ignored, and which are anti-Christ. Too many
mistakes have been made in the past for anyone to feel confident about
such decisions in the present. The church has blithely accepted into its
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concrete identity many anti-Christ elements, such as slavery and the
oppression of women, that now strike many churchpeople as obvious
candidates for rejection. Perhaps because of the church’s past sinfulness,
some Christians now seem to believe that modern society holds so much
wisdom that the church should conform closely to it. But we should not
be overquick to embrace what is non-church. Much of modern Western
culture is more anti-Christ than merely non-church, in spite of its rheto-
ric to the contrary. The non-church is penetrated through and through
with anti-Christ elements and the discernment of spirits is a perilous
undertaking.

But things are yet more complicated and perilous, for the church itself
is penetrated throughout its concrete form by both non-church and anti-
Christ elements.37 The church is not separated from the rest of humanity
by easily discerned boundaries.38 While it does indeed have a unique
place within the theodrama, and thus a unique concrete identity, for
much of their time its members live in the world, their actions informed
as much by their place there as by their life in the church. World and
church are therefore mixed and mutually constitutive in the concrete.
Conflict is to be expected, then, not only between the church and the
world, but within the church, too. The church is a body that must strug-
gle to understand its role, in part because Christianity is an essentially
contested concept, and in part because it must continually purge itself of
anti-Christ elements and appropriate, modify or reject non-church ele-
ments as its seeks to witness faithfully to the gospel. Such intraecclesial
conflict should not be avoided by enforcing unity, for it may frequently be
fruitful. Indeed, as I will suggest in a later chapter, the church can be
understood within a theodramatic horizon as the locus and embodiment
of a set of ongoing arguments about how best to witness to Jesus Christ
and to follow him in true discipleship.

The dramatic horizon has significant implications for Christian disci-
pleship. The Christian is called to a life of courageous struggle in the
midst of conflict and disharmony. The struggle may tear into one’s very
identity as a person. Not that Christians move melodramatically from one
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crisis to another as if one lived in a soap-opera. The drama moves not at
our pace, but at the tempo set by God. Most of one’s discipleship may well
be rather humdrum and ordinary, as we strive to learn and interiorize the
beliefs and practices that foster our Christian personhood. Giving our-
selves over to the regularities of Christian institutions is itself often part
of the challenge. However, the theodramatic horizon does suggest that if
one’s discipleship becomes too easy or actually dull, one should wonder
whether it is lacking in some way. The horizon indicates the inadequacy,
furthermore, of a view of Christianity common among both its adherents
and its critics, that it is essentially a crutch for helping the weak or the
weak-minded get through life. It is true, of course, that the gospel is our
support and comfort in times of suffering. But not all of us are especially
afflicted by life’s misfortunes at all times. We need to learn practices that
challenge us, pushing us to become courageous and vital disciples who
can make our contribution to the upbuilding of a courageous and vital
church.

The courage displayed by any good disciple is a contributing factor in
the tensive relation between the individual and the church. The theodra-
matic horizon emphasizes the point that the church is not the kind of col-
lective that demands the individual give herself over to the group; rather,
we each are to give ourselves over to Christ in discipleship. It may well
happen that for some disciples, participation in the church will involve
much more than, say, simply joining in the Sunday service with an atti-
tude of enthusiastic but unreflective conformity. It is true that every disci-
ple must learn in humble obedience from the church those practices,
beliefs and valuations that enable her to become a better disciple. Yet it
may be on occasion that an individual’s contribution to the church’s
witness will require her to be a prophetic thorn in its flesh. She may find
herself having to challenge certain ecclesial cultural patterns as embody-
ing either hitherto unnoticed anti-Christ or presently unsuitable non-
church elements. Her challenge may arise under the influence of
non-church or anti-Christ traditions of inquiry, or it may be a prophetic
response directly to some aspect of the tradition, or, most likely, it will be
a combination of both. Failure to respond to such a call, if it is indeed
truly such, would be a failure of discipleship. It would, furthermore,
hinder the church’s task of witness by tacitly supporting a falsifying
embodiment of it. Naturally, to mount such a challenge is difficult, since
it may be misdirected or its motivation misunderstood. But it should not
be made more difficult than it need be by an ecclesiastical culture that
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brooks no dissent or discussion. Such internal challenges are a part of the
dramatic struggle that constitutes Christian ecclesial existence, and
should not be countered by overly epic and idolatrous claims to mastery
of the theodrama. As Balthasar remarks, it is the saints who are the best
interpreters of theodrama, for what they know is “lived out in dramatic
existence” (TI II, 14).39 One task for ecclesiology is to find a place among
the church’s practices for such solitary or minority forms of prophetic dis-
cipleship.

The theodramatic horizon removes the possibility of any closure for
Christian existence to the other side of the eschaton. On the contrary, it
brings to the fore the tensiveness inherent in all aspects of Christian exis-
tence. The church is situated in medias res, dealing confusedly and some-
times sinfully with events somewhere in the middle of the story; or is it
nearer the end or the beginning? We do not know. We do know, to our joy
and comfort, that the outcome of the theodrama is (already) successful.
But, with the Augustine of the City of God, we ourselves possess no resting
place here, be it a secure theological system, a normative pattern of social
or political life, or a determinate method of interpreting Scripture.40 For
we do not have the epic view; we cannot know the twists and turns of the
plot yet to come. The church and both forms of the world are all altered by
changes in time and place. Conflict and confusion, as well as comfort and
trust, are our lot.

The open-endedness and tensive character of Christian ecclesial exis-
tence can be illustrated with reference to H. Richard Niebuhr’s well-
known typology of the relationship between “Christ” and “culture.”41
Niebuhr proposed a range of five typical ways the gospel could be related
to its cultural environment, ranging from simple rejection of that envi-
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ronment by the church, through its transformation by the message of the
gospel, to an accommodationist type in which the gospel and its ecclesial
embodiment simply constitute the religious aspect of the all-embracing
culture. Niebuhr’s typology can be interpreted in a dramatic or epic way.42
He seems, on the epic reading, to advocate the transformationist relation
as the best approach because he considers it to be suitable for all circum-
stances. Within a theodramatic horizon, though, his typology could be
used only if it is understood to lay out a range of possible responses on the
part of the church to its context, responses that must be decided upon in
an ad hoc manner. At one time and place it may be appropriate for the
church to try to transform society in its direction; at another it may be
better for the church to go its own way in solitude. Since such decisions are
never obvious, intraecclesial conflict over them can be expected.

In any event, even if it is interpreted in a dramatic way, Niebuhr’s
typology has only limited usefulness. It trades on the Troeltschian
assumption – one clearly not shared by the premodern theologians exam-
ined above – that Christianity is a pure religion, in the sense that it lacks a
social ethic of its own and so needs to be embodied in cultures.43 It thus
assumes that Christianity is somehow separable from culture, as if there
are two more or less clearly describable entities that can be correlated in
different ways. Whether or not one works within a theodramatic horizon,
this does not really seem to be the case. The distinctions between Christ
and culture, like those between church, non-church and anti-Christ, are
very rough-and-ready, for they are abstractions that can only exception-
ally be clearly discerned in the concrete. The church and its witness
always contains elements of the other two and has done so from the
beginning. And within the Western world, at least, the other two contain
elements of the church and the gospel. Such abstract distinctions may
sometimes be heuristically useful for ecclesiological reflection, but not if
they are used as if one can indeed divide up human realities into neat con-
ceptual packages.44
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The primary benefit of the theodramatic horizon is that it enables
ecclesiology to aid the church in the performance of two main tasks
within the contemporary ecclesiological context. These tasks, we recall,
are to witness to its Lord in the world and to help the individual Christian
in her task of discipleship. The previous chapter argued that ecclesiology
better supports these tasks if it explicitly analyzes the ecclesiological
context and the present state of the concrete church, rather than relying
on theoretical constructs alone. In bringing the contextualism of practi-
cal-prophetic ecclesiology into a theodramatic horizon, the present
chapter gives further support to the earlier contention that ecclesiology
cannot be done adequately by developing a blueprint or normative ideal.
We cannot claim to be able to map out the answers to all major ecclesio-
logical questions in a form that is universally applicable. We cannot
imagine what kind of concrete church could respond perfectly to all those
future contexts we cannot presently anticipate. Nor can we discern, more
than as in a glass darkly, the shape of the eschatological church at the end
of the play.

More positively, the theodramatic horizon indicates where ecclesio-
logy may be expanded and modified in order to perform its function
better. These modifications will be discussed in some detail later, but a
summary of them can be given here. Theological analysis is fundamental
and remains the dominant form of discourse, for the church cannot be
understood apart from its setting within a trinitarian-structured theo-
logy. But since the theodramatic horizon brings all human activity, both
religious and non-religious, into the sphere of God’s play, all such activity,
insofar as it bears in any way upon the church, is patient of ecclesiological
reflection. Creation and redemption can hardly be restricted to the sphere
of the concrete church. Ecclesiology should therefore extend the parame-
ters of its inquiry into the actions of the Spirit among those outside the
church, too, and assess its significance for the concrete identity of the
church. For example, ecclesiology may undertake its own theological
study of world religions. Some suggestions for approaching such a study
are discussed in chapter 5.

Ecclesiology can also be expanded to make greater and more explicit
use of diverse critical-analytic tools. Our activity takes place within God’s
sphere, but it is free and thoroughly human, and should be analyzed as
such. The two agencies that constitute human activity within the theo-
drama cannot be separated, and so cannot be analyzed adequately if
treated independently of the other. But neither can human activity be
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effectively analyzed if it is construed as the more or less distorted human
expression of divine will. Both theological reductivism as well as any
form of non-theological (e.g., sociological) reductionism are ever-present
dangers for ecclesiological reflection. However, the theodramatic horizon
suggests the possibility of a expanded form of theological reflection that
avoids, on the one hand, splitting the divine and the human into two sep-
arate orders (ecclesiological Nestorianism), or, on the other hand, so con-
fusing them that the human is overwhelmed by the divine (ecclesiological
Monophysitism). If it works within this horizon, ecclesiology can appro-
priate those analyses of human behavior developed apart from, and often
in conflict with, the church. The church has throughout its history found
it necessary to respond to the challenges of philosophical inquiry, even
when that philosophy has been thoroughly antagonistic to Christianity.
Ecclesiology can do something similar with historical, sociological and
cultural inquiry as well, bringing them within the theodramatic horizon.
However, this is not at all to suggest that the results of such non-theolog-
ical, and often anti-theological, analyses be brought into theological
inquiry as if they were neutral and normative. An account of how diverse
forms of inquiry can engage with one another in the search for truth is the
topic of chapter 5 below, and chapter 7 suggests some ways whereby eccle-
siology can make fruitful use of history, sociology and cultural analysis.

Ecclesial life takes the form of a grand, never-ending experiment. If
we are to play our evolving roles as we should, we should engage in
ongoing and self-critical evaluation of our ecclesial thought and action,
i.e., practical-prophetic ecclesiology. As a consequence, ecclesiology will
find it useful to develop its own forms of cultural, social and historical
analysis. It may follow Augustine and develop a theologically informed
history of our ecclesial response within its various socio-cultural con-
texts, discerning where it was sinful in the past and where reform is
presently necessary. No historical view is final within a theodramatic
horizon, of course. Even the narrative descriptions of Israel in the Old
Testament required reinterpretation as the church grappled with shifts
and reversals in the theodrama and looked back on its past with different
concerns in view. Or ecclesiology may follow Thomas Aquinas and
develop – in a more postcritical manner, no doubt – careful and detailed
analyses of the kind of social practices, beliefs and valuations through
which the church presently seeks to witness truthfully to its Lord. Or
ecclesiology may follow Calvin, and bring together both the diachronic
approach of Augustine and the more synchronic approach of Thomas to
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focus attention on “individual churches” with their distinctive needs. In
every case it will need to modify the premodern approaches to make
them suitable for use within the present ecclesiological context, and it
will make its construal of that context explicit. These possibilities are
explored in chapter 7.

In sum, this chapter has argued that the criteria for assessing an eccles-
iological proposal within a theodramatic perspective are different, or
better, differently ranked, from those used in modern and epic ecclesio-
logy. All forms of ecclesiology share a concern for coherence with abiding
Christian principles. But theodramatic ecclesiology is not governed by
the blueprint criteria of completeness, normativity, universal application
and systematic coherence. Rather, it is judged by how well it promotes the
church’s practical coherence with the principle laid down by Paul, that the
church boast in the Cross of Jesus Christ, and only in the Cross of Jesus
Christ. Its assessment is therefore in terms of how well it fosters the
church’s truthful witness and its members’ discipleship within this par-
ticular context, as well as its practical-prophetic force and application
within a particular scene of the theodrama. Naturally, its proposals are to
be as clear and coherent as possible. So the scope and tools of ecclesiologi-
cal inquiry should be expanded to include both theological and non-the-
ological analyses of the historical and socio-cultural factors that bear
upon the life of the church.

The remainder of the book develops these suggestions from the theo-
dramatic horizon into a set of constructive methodological proposals. At
the same time, I make a cumulative argument to the effect that something
like a theodramatic horizon is the most fruitful horizon within which to
reflect upon the church’s concrete identity within ever-shifting ecclesio-
logical contexts. The next two chapters turn to examine and respond to
an ecclesiology developed within an alternative horizon, the pluralist.
Doing so will require us to formulate some ideas on the question of how
the church may make truth claims – essential to its witness and disciple-
ship – within the contemporary ecclesiological context.

Church, World and the Christian Life76



4

Pluralist ecclesiology

The previous chapter outlined a theodramatic horizon and noted
some of its ecclesiological implications. One task of this and the next two
chapters will be to confront the theodramatic horizon with two other
horizons within which much modern ecclesiology is currently done, hori-
zons that are more epic than dramatic. There are three main reasons for
doing so. The first is to show that the alternatives are comparatively
unsuitable for situating practical-prophetic ecclesiological reflection.
One of them is internally incoherent and difficult to make consistent with
Scripture and the tradition of its interpretation. Both of them foster an
epic style that can result in major problems for ecclesiology within the
present context. The second reason is to test the theodramatic horizon by
showing that it responds as well or better to the challenges and concerns –
both theological and non-theological – that have prompted theologians
to work within the alternative horizons. The final reason for the confron-
tation is more constructive, namely to use the challenges and the theodra-
matic framework together to formulate some of the principles and
procedures by which the scope of ecclesiology can be expanded into the
concrete.

The following chapters are thus devoted in part to examining the rela-
tion between ecclesiology and various ways of understanding the rela-
tions between God, the church and the world. It is expedient to divide the
various horizons within which most contemporary ecclesiology is done
into two main groups. These groups parallel to some extent the ways of
construing the relation between Christianity and other religions in con-
temporary theories of religion and salvation, and so I will use the same
labels, which are pluralism and inclusivism. In such discussions a third
view, the exclusivist, is usually mentioned, although it is infrequently
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met with these days. Each label reflects a set of beliefs about the nature
and function of religion, especially with regard to truth and salvation.1
Both of the latter issues, we recall, need to be addressed by any form of
practical-prophetic ecclesiology. Some account of the possibility and
rationality of religious truth claims is essential to maintaining the
church’s witness to its Lord who, the church claims, is the way, the truth
and the life of all creation. The issue of truth also bears upon the question
of salvation and upon the relationship between the church and non-
Christian religious bodies.

I will be discussing both pluralism and inclusivism in some detail in
due course, but we need a preliminary description of the three positions
before we look into their ecclesiological implications. The first position,
that of pluralism, is the topic of this and the next chapter. In general, plu-
ralists believe that all the world religions aim at salvation, though each
religion describes salvation in such a way that it is incommensurable with
any other religion. The pluralist is usually a perspectivalist (following
Alasdair MacIntyre’s use of the term), in that she believes that it is not pos-
sible to make truth claims from within any particular religious system.2
Religions are non-rational (though not necessarily irrational) perspec-
tives within which the categories of truth and falsity do not function.
Consequently one cannot claim that one’s own religious system is more
truthful or a better way to achieve salvation than any other. Most plural-
ists couple their perspectivalism with a relativist understanding of relig-
ions (again following MacIntyre’s use of the term “relativist”). According
to the relativist, each religious perspective has its own principles and
standards of rationality. Since there is no universal rationality applicable
to all religions, each religious perspective is equally incapable of demon-
strating the superiority of its truth claims over any other perspective. It
therefore becomes largely pointless to argue about their conflicting
claims. All religions should be understood as making equally reasonable
claims about how to achieve salvation.

Exclusivism is sometimes taken as the contrast position to pluralism,
though it has largely died out in its traditional form in the mainline
churches. The exclusivist insists that membership in the visible church is
necessary for salvation because the church has exclusive access to truth

Church, World and the Christian Life78

1. The threefold typology is developed in some detail by Gavin D’Costa, Theology and
Religious Pluralism: The Challenge of Other Religions (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986).
2. For both perspectivalism and rationalism, see Alasdair MacIntyre, Whose Justice? Which
Rationality? (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), p. 352.



and salvation. Other religious bodies lack any (significant) religious
knowledge and without it they lack the means to salvation. Exclusivism is
therefore not at all perspectivalist with regard to Christianity (or which-
ever religion is favored by the exclusivist), though it may well be perspec-
tivalist with regard to non-Christian religions. We might say that it is
relativistic, in that Christianity and non-Christian religions cannot
rationally engage in debate with one another, since only Christianity is
(religiously) rational. On such grounds the exclusivist can disregard the
claims of other religious bodies.

The third position, that of inclusivism, could be understood as an
attempt to mediate between the two previous positions. Inclusivists
believe that most religions aim at salvation and that they have some access
to religious truth. But they also believe that the Christian description of
salvation in and through Jesus Christ surpasses all others and, as a conse-
quence, members of other religions achieve salvation in a way that is
implicitly Christian. Christianity is superior to all other religions since it
has unique access to knowledge of the unique source of truth and salva-
tion, Jesus Christ. The doctrines and practices of other religions can there-
fore be assessed in the light of Christian claims. Inclusivists thus
generally reject both relativist and perspectivalist conceptions of relig-
ious beliefs. (I discuss inclusivist ecclesiology in chapter 6.)

These three labels are rather too broad and unclear and so have been
subject to some criticism recently.3 Proponents of any specific type often
do not fit the ideal description exactly. My own proposals embrace and
reject elements of all three. But whether or not they are adequate as a
typology for discussing soteriology or theories or religion, they will do for
the purpose here. They provide a convenient set of categories by which to
examine the ecclesiological implications of typical horizons within
which the relations between God, world and church are considered. We
begin in this chapter with a critical analysis and assessment of the plural-
ist horizon and then turn to consider the kind of ecclesiological proposals
it supports. In the next chapter I will construct a theodramatic ecclesio-
logical response to its challenges.

Pluralist theories of religion are themselves somewhat diverse.4
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However, to introduce the pluralist horizon prior to examining its eccles-
iological implications, we need only look at a representative sample. My
account centers on the work of John Hick, referring when appropriate to
other pluralists. Hick sets out his position in a number of works, perhaps
the best known of which is the expansion of his Gifford Lectures, pub-
lished as An Interpretation of Religion.5Hick takes the stance of an external
observer, one who stands back from adherence to or bias towards any
single tradition. A significant example of this is the way he calls the
transcendent “object” of all religions, the “Real,” so as to avoid privileg-
ing a theistic perspective (IR 9ff.). He believes that the Real is too transcen-
dent and ineffable to be known by us as it is in itself (IR 236ff., 249), and
cites passages from the documents of many religions that suggest that
they would agree with this contention. The attempts of religions to image
the Real are its manifestations within different “streams of human
thought-and-experience” (IR 248f.). Because the Real is ineffable, the
stories and doctrines of any one religious body must be considered to be
mythological rather than reflecting some objective correspondence with
the Real as it is in itself.6As a consequence, our personal experience of the
Real and our thinking about it are always structured by the beliefs and
concepts of a particular community (IR 236). That does not mean that our
experience cannot be a genuine one, as if it were merely a human con-
struct. Hick explicitly rejects non-realist religious views (IR chapter 12).
However, he believes that the descriptions of the Real that inform the doc-
trines of each religious community are relative to that community. Since
they are only relative, those of one religious body cannot logically be com-
pared with, or conflict with, those of another. Religions are perspectival
in that they are imaginative and mythological constructs by which their
adherents seek meaning and organize their lives within what is finally an
incomprehensible reality.7

Hick does, however, introduce a criterion by which to assess the truth-
fulness of religious beliefs. The truth of religious claims is of a purely
practical kind. They are true insofar as they evoke an “appropriate
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dispositional attitude” that orients the individual and her community
toward to the Real (IR 248). Their function is thus to promote the “transi-
tion of human existence from self-centeredness to Reality-centeredness”
(IR 367). Hick calls this function “soteriological,” for he believes that
there is a common concern for salvation in all the world religions (IR
chapter 2). This soteriological criterion serves to distinguish the world
religions, which all seek a “transformation of our present existence” by
the Real (IR 21f.), from the non-soteriological religions of more “archaic”
or “pre-axial” times (IR 32f.). The introduction of a criterion by which to
assess the practical effect of religious beliefs is common in pluralist theo-
ries. Most reflect a humanist horizon (whether Christian-humanist or
not) and are formal enough that they can be applied to all religions and
function as the basis for dialogue among them. Paul Knitter, for example,
proposes the criterion of “eco-human well-being,”8 while Gordon
Kaufman uses humanization and modernization as practical criteria,
fleshed out by a normative anthropology.9 All insist that the beliefs and
practices of particular religions should be revised so as to accord with
their norm.10

Before examining an ecclesiology worked out within this horizon, it is
worth noting just two of the more significant differences between Hick’s
theory and the theodramatic horizon. First, in marked contrast to
Balthasar’s horizon, Hick’s pluralism is a theoretical formulation of a
horizon within which many people live today. We noted in chapter 1 how
prevalent is the perspectivalist and relativistic view of religious truth. So
it is likely that many would find Hick’s philosophy of religion quite con-
genial and his theory can be understood as an attempt to respond to sig-
nificant cultural aspects of the contemporary ecclesiological context.
Questions then arise as to whether or not his particular kind of response is
appropriate, whether it provides a convincing account of religious
bodies, and whether it is suitable for a Christian theologian, especially
one who uses it to ground his reflection upon the church.

Second, Hick’s clearly post-Kantian horizon is rather more epic
than dramatic. Dramatic or conflictual interaction between religions is
undermined by his denial of the possibility of the Real revealing itself in
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any way that could ground genuine conflict between objective truth
claims. Instead, the Real discloses itself in a thoroughly immanent way,
through the imaginative constructs of the human quest for meaning.
There can be no claim about the Real, then, that could provide critical lev-
erage against any particular human mediation of the Real by standing
over against that mediation. There appear to be some significant histori-
cal judgments lying behind these assertions about religious language, in
Hick’s work and in that of other pluralists. He rightly notes the wars and
oppressions that have usually accompanied assertions of one religious
body’s beliefs over against those of another, or over against a minority
within itself. Both violent and more subtle confrontations have been
exacerbated, moreover, by the connection usually made between salva-
tion and claims to knowledge of the truth about the Real (IR 371f.).11 The
connection has been used to warrant coercion, in part because knowing
the truth that leads to salvation can be considered as something of ulti-
mate significance, more so than freedom or life itself. The connection has
also supported claims made by religious bodies like the Christian church
that it is superior in some salvifically significant way to all other religious
bodies, again leading to violence or ideologically supported oppression.
These historical issues are weighty, indeed, for they bear directly upon the
sinfulness of the church and the truthfulness of its witness. Any attempt
to recover a theodramatic horizon for ecclesiology will have to respond
adequately to such concerns. Clearly, one part of that response must be to
find ways by which the religions can engage in peaceful co-existence and
dialogue.

How, then, does a pluralist horizon bear upon ecclesiology? As yet
there are few explicitly pluralist ecclesiologies; though many pluralists
make some remarks about the church, most of these do not go beyond a
dozen pages or so. One of the most well-developed pluralist ecclesiologies
is Peter Hodgson’s Revisioning The Church: Ecclesial Freedom in the New Para-
digm, a book we looked very briefly at in chapter 2 above.12We will take
this as our example, although Hodgson makes little or no explicit refer-
ence to Hick’s theory and it may be that he would disagree with some
aspects of it. Nevertheless, his book reflects a sufficiently similar horizon
for use here as an instance of pluralist ecclesiology.13
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Hodgson is explicitly committed to pluralism, contending that the
inclusivist position on truth claims and salvation is an untenable
“halfway house” (RC 94). The problem with inclusivism is that it is “paro-
chial” (RC 102), for it makes claims about the cognitive and soteriological
superiority of one religion, i.e., Christianity, over all others. This, he
believes, is wrong. Hodgson justifies his criticism within the terms of his
revisionist-correlationist view of the relation between church and world.
On this view, the correct response to an ecclesiological context is for the
Christian community to revise its doctrines to accord with cultural
beliefs. He finds pluralism to be “intellectually honest” (RC 94) because it
is the only one that can be correlated with the “new cultural paradigm.”
Within this paradigm, the “only consistent and intellectually defensible
position” is “that the great world religions have equally valid claims and
that each is culturally relative” (RC 94). Religious truth claims are there-
fore not of universal import, but apply only intrasystemically: “what is
true for us is not truth for all” (RC 95). Hence there can be no genuine dis-
agreement between religions since a particular religion’s claims have no
objective force outside that religion. Incommensurable and of equal
worth, they cannot falsify one another nor can one set be reasonably con-
sidered as superior to another.

Hodgson believes that the new cultural paradigm, and the pluralist
view to which it gives rise, together require “a new theological paradigm,
a revisioning of the entire theological agenda” (RC 18). His aim in the
book under discussion is to provide an ecclesial self-understanding
appropriate for the new paradigm. The church must recognize that it is a
historical as well as a spiritual entity. Because it is situated within the
world, it is necessary to reject the New Testament notion of salvation
history and apocalypticism in which the church plays a special role (RC
35). At the same time, though, other parts of the New Testament reveal a
way of being church that is both part of the original Christian self-under-
standing as well as more congenial to the new paradigm. Here Hodgson
makes use of an erstwhile common liberal-Protestant narrative interpre-
tation of the early church. According to his version, “originally” the
church was an “ecclesia of freedom”, i.e., a “nonprovincial, nonexclusion-
ary, nonhierarchical, noncultic community” engaged in “world-trans-
forming praxis” (RC 23f.). Soon however, the community deviated from
this, its true form, to develop a concrete identity that displayed the char-
acteristics Hodgson rejects: cult, hierarchy, provincialism, exclusiveness
and sacerdotalism, and so it became more like “religious communities in
general” (RC 24).
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How should we conceive of the relation between the church-as-it-
should-be and non-Christian religious bodies? Hodgson revises ecclesio-
logy so as to accord with the new criterion or paradigm by means of a
twofold construal of the church’s ontological structure. His version,
however, has two stages. In the first, the visible church is the more or less
distorted expression of its essence, the ecclesia of freedom. The ecclesia
was formed by a combination of historical factors and the disciples’ expe-
rience of Jesus (RC 22f.) and can be described by means of images and con-
cepts such as Body of Christ and koinonia (RC 28ff.). It is best defined as “a
transfigured mode of human community, an image of the realm and rule
of God embodied in a diversity of historical churches” (RC 103). These
essential features set the ecclesia “apart from other religious commu-
nities as a unique form of redemptive existence” (RC 27).

What might have been an inclusivist assertion becomes pluralist by
means of a second use of the twofold construal. The ecclesia is itself a
manifestation of a prior, universal salvific reality which is its source and
essence.14 The true form of the church (ecclesia), that which governs its
distinctive features, is a “spiritual-historical sign, sacrament, and fore-
taste of a transcendent, divinely given transfigurative ideal”, namely the
Kingdom of God, the “basileia of freedom” (RC 23). The basileia is
expressed or imaged in ways other than ecclesia by the distinctive forms
of the world religions (RC 60, 63). Hence the basileia can be said to take a
plurality of “religiocultural shapes” (RC 106). The church is thus a unique
form of the basileia, insofar as it is a manifestation of ecclesia, which is
unique. But it is not superior to other forms, since basileia can be imaged
as well in other religious bodies, their “equally valid claims” (RC 94, my
emphasis) arising out of the same source. The major religious bodies are
thus all on a par as distinctive yet partial and inadequate productions and
images of the same reality, the basileia. The Christian church, as the
expression of ecclesia, is only one version of that universally accessible
salvific reality. Hodgson notes one obvious implication: all missionary
work directed at members of other religions should be abandoned (RC
102).

The first question to be posed to Hodgson’s ecclesiology is whether or
not it is an adequate response to the present ecclesiological context.
Clearly Hodgson means to situate his theology of the church within
the context of modern culture. Like Hick’s, Hodgson’s own account of
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salvation and religious truth conforms to what many in our society are
thinking, and in a way that would be difficult to surpass. By his double
use of the twofold construal he can postulate a reality prior to the church
that unifies all major religions. Thereby Hodgson solves the problem of
salvation and truth outside the church with considerable ease and
aplomb. The difficulties over rival religions’ truth claims and the distinc-
tive ways of life they warrant are resolved by adopting a version of relig-
ious relativism and perspectivalism that conforms to many contemporary
cultural presuppositions. Moreover, his emphasis upon the anti-ideolog-
ical and practical consequences of his view of the church is arguably in
line with some of the contemporary theological developments. And those
who might fear the entry of the church into the public sphere will be
relieved to find that the values Hodgson believes the church to enshrine
are very similar to those of American culture anyway, and appear to run
directly counter to any past form of ideological misuse of Christianity.
Thus his ecclesiology provides us with a view of the church that many in
our culture would find acceptable.

Yet the price of conformity to the new paradigm for the church’s self-
understanding will strike some Christians as being too high. Hodgson
advocates far-reaching institutional, liturgical and pastoral changes in
the church’s concrete identity. His arguments for these changes could be
challenged on a number of fronts. Biblical scholars now think of the
history of the early church as being far more complex and variegated than
is suggested by the liberal-Protestant narrative of the early church’s
decline into institutionalism.15 And while the Roman tradition, for
example, has at times erred quite egregiously in overemphasizing the
hierarchical structure of the church, there are more nuanced versions of
hierarchy that may well be acceptable, especially for those in the Roman
tradition for whom some kind of hierarchy is a requirement of dogma.
The cult, too, has indeed been the subject of abuses, yet there are ways of
understanding eucharistic practice that might well be more convincing
to Orthodox, Roman and many Protestant Christians than those
Hodgson proposes.

We can leave these issues aside, though, to focus on what is perhaps
Hodgson’s most fundamental pluralist-ecclesiological move, namely his
unifying and epic version of the twofold construal. It is this which makes
possible his relativization of the church to the same status as that of other
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religious communities with regard to truth and salvation. The church is
certainly unique concretely, but at its deepest core, at that spiritual place
which matters ultimately, it is identical to the world-religious bodies. For
the latter are also concretely unique expressions of the same thing,
namely the basileia of freedom. Furthermore, they are as capable of fos-
tering the cardinal values of the basileia as is the church. The distinctive-
ness of the church’s concrete identity is thus finally of little real
significance. It is “but one of several religiocultural shapes assumed by
what Christians call the kingdom of God but what other religions give
other names” (RC 106).

This central thesis of pluralist ecclesiology requires a revision of Chris-
tology. The particular person, Jesus, is indeed responsible for the unique
shape of the religious body, the ecclesia of freedom, that follows him (RC
22f.). But according to Hodgson, Jesus’ significance for that body lies less
in what is distinctive about his person and work than in the way he made
possible for his disciples the experience of the basileia of freedom. Jesus is
a symbol whose function is to prompt us to work for the goods of the basi-
leia of freedom, namely “liberation, justice and truth” (RC 95). Some-
thing like that same experience – albeit mediated in a plurality of ways –
is available to members of other religious bodies founded by other relig-
ious leaders (RC 95). Presumably it prompts them, too, to work for the
same goods. In consequence, it is difficult not to think that, for Hodgson,
Jesus’ significance has become only relative, lying primarily in bringing
to expression what can be known and is available elsewhere, perhaps
especially in modern liberal societies influenced by the new paradigm.16

Hodgson’s correlation of ecclesiology with pervasive cultural assump-
tions about religious claims and bodies has led him, on my reading, to
deny some key elements of the church’s traditional self-understanding.
That self-understanding, we recall, includes the conviction that in and
through the Holy Spirit, the Christian community has been given the
task of proclaiming and following Jesus Christ. The church does so
because it believes that Jesus is the true and good news about the world
and its relation to the Father. He is the good news because God has
redeemed us and all his creation through his Cross and Resurrection.
He is ultimately the sole way to the Father, for it is through him and the
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activity of the Spirit that we may come to live in communion with the
Father. We recall that these beliefs do not involve the claim that the
church possesses the truth; one cannot possess a person. The claim to eccle-
sial superiority is only derivatively a claim about itself. While penulti-
mate truths are to be found in all kinds of places, the ultimate truth about
the Real is there, in the person and work of Jesus Christ; it is nowhere else,
not even in the (pilgrim) church. The church is superior only when and
insofar as it acknowledges and follows Jesus as the center of all truth. This
is something it rather frequently and variously fails to do, thereby becom-
ing markedly inferior to other bodies. But if, through the Spirit, we do
acknowledge this in true discipleship we are given, so the Christian
claims, the basis for a way of life that is preferable to all others.

It must be confessed that this self-understanding has often been recast
in a direction that has come close to, indeed at times has fallen over into,
hubris and idolatry. Too often the church has seen itself as possessing the
truth, as knowing about God in ways that are not always dependent upon
God’s self-gift. Often, too, these claims have been made to serve ideologi-
cally in order to support brutal and oppressive regimes, both ecclesiasti-
cal and secular. So Hodgson is quite right to try to do something about
their misuse. But his rejection of the distinctive, Christological basis for
the beliefs and practices of the Christian church seems to be throwing out
the baby with the bathwater. His move makes it difficult to respond to
urgent pastoral questions arising within the present ecclesiological
context, such as: What is the point of belonging to the church? Why
should I give myself over unconditionally to Christian discipleship? Why
should I glory solely in the Cross of Jesus Christ? To such questions,
Hodgson says that it is enough to “maintain a fundamental loyalty to a
relative religion, knowing that what is truth for us is not truth for all” (RC
95). The implication seems to be that, after all, we all agree about what
really matters, namely the basileia of freedom.

But this response is unconvincing. It is not a religious worldview or
even the church that is finally what is at stake for Christians. Christians
are faithful to the triune God whose faithfulness is revealed in Jesus
Christ through the Holy Spirit. Jesus’ revelatory significance is nonpareil
as a consequence of what he has done and what has been done through
him. It is because of his Cross and Resurrection that Christians believe
him to be the revelation of the source and summit of all values, so that
putting anything else before him, such a worldview or a religious body,
would be idolatry. We must indeed acknowledge that non-Christians do
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not think of Jesus in anything like this way and, furthermore, that Chris-
tians have often misused their religious beliefs in horrific ways. Yet
neither fact has traditionally been understood as requiring the church
either to relativize Jesus’ ultimate revelatory and salvific status, nor to
downgrade the force of its claims about him. The question then arises as
to whether the pluralist case is strong enough to make such revisionist
moves obligatory.

Before I address that question, however, let us take a step back from
the pluralist challenge for a moment and describe religious bodies and
their interrelations from another, less theory-laden angle that situates
them within a more dramatic horizon, although one that is not specifi-
cally Christian.17 From the point of view of one who lives within a relig-
ious body, it is not unreasonable to hold that religious bodies are different
from one another to the extent that, concretely at least, each is unique.
Certainly they share many things, but the common elements are posi-
tioned within different complexes, different webs of belief and practice
which are themselves structured according to principles and beliefs that
include significant elements they do not share.18 Consequently, any
common elements may be more diverse than may first appear. Accepting
this account of religious bodies – an account rather more radically plural-
ist than the pluralist theory itself – does not depend upon any particular
set of religious beliefs or a theory of religion. It only requires that one
acknowledge that the various religions’ doctrines and practices – not all
of them, perhaps, but at least the organizing and normative ones – are
really distinct from one another, rather than variegated expressions of
what is fundamentally identical. And this is, after all, usually what
members of diverse religious bodies have claimed. They act as if the dif-
ferences matter, so much so that they have been willing to suffer to pre-
serve those claims against those who deny them. Unfortunately, too, they
have sometimes inflicted suffering upon others for the same reason.

The diversity to be found in the concrete identities of the various relig-
ious bodies has to do with the goals and tasks each counts as ultimate. The
Buddhist community, for example, is distinctive in its concern to help its
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members achieve Nirvana, the goal unique to the Buddhist. This goal is
formulated according to its own particular set of beliefs about the Real,
knowledge gained by Buddha’s Enlightenment. And similar things can
be said of Islam and Judaism as well as Christianity and other religions.
These religious bodies may or may not be wrong in what they claim to
know about the Real, partially or even in toto, but whether they are right
or wrong, they do seem to be unique and do seem to consider themselves
to be engaged in quite distinctive ways of life and goals. They do not, that
is, seem to be aiming at the same goal or, to use the Christian term (which
is part of the problem), they do not have the same concept of salvation.

Furthermore, the goal of each religion, and the doctrines and institu-
tions and practices that are developed in conformity with that goal,
depend in large part upon belief in the reality of what they claim. It would
be a little strange, for example, for a Buddhist to devote her whole life to
the pursuit of Nirvana if she does not believe that such an experience or
state can really be attained. Similarly, it would be odd for an Orthodox
Jew to devote his life to Torah-observance while believing that the Torah
is not in some real way a gift from God, or for a Muslim to submit to the
will of Allah if she thought the Qur©ā̄n was simply a human construct.
While many religious people would acknowledge the mystery and incom-
prehensibility of whatever they consider to be the Real, they also would
want to maintain that what they believe is a true way of describing things,
more or less; or better perhaps, that it reflects more adequately than any
other such descriptions the way things really are between ourselves and
the Real.

If such a belief is indeed a genuine truth claim, then it seems reason-
able to include as part of the claim a belief in its universal applicability,
that it is not merely “true for us.” This does not necessarily mean that
every religious body believes everyone else should be aiming for the same
goals or adopting the same way of life as it does. Orthodox Jews, for
example, might not think it appropriate for non-Jews to live the way they
do, but they do believe they know why it is inappropriate. They may also
believe that those who do not live in a similar way, or who cannot do so
because of their Gentile status, are less fortunate in that respect than they
are. Thus many religious people would be likely to say, if pushed, that
their beliefs, and the practices and institutions which embody and foster
them, are in some genuine way superior to all others. This would apply
even to adherents of Hinduism, a way of life that is arguably tolerant of
greater diversity than Christianity and which, therefore, might find

Pluralist ecclesiology 89



the Christian emphasis upon right belief misguided. Such toleration,
however, might reasonably issue in a claim for the superiority of Hindu-
ism in that its thinking about tolerance is better – more truthful – than
that of Christianity because it corresponds more closely with the way the
Real really is.

The beliefs, practices and valuations of each particular religious body
are orientated to whatever it takes to be of ultimate significance. Bud-
dhists, for example, have traditionally believed that achieving Nirvana is
the supreme goal in life. Their claim applies to all people, since it would
be odd for a Buddhist to say, for example, that Nirvana is a goal only for
people who live within certain cultures. Earlier missionary activity by
Buddhists under King Ashoka seems to argue against merely relative
claims, too.19 Buddhists seem to contend that if everyone understood
reality well enough they would all see that Nirvana should be their goal
too, rather than, for example, participation in the life of the triune God.20
Many Buddhists, including Buddha himself according to traditional
sources, have also contended that the Eightfold Way discovered by
Buddha, and enshrined particularly in the Buddhadharma, is the only
way to achieve Nirvana.21 Although Buddhism has nothing like an eccle-
siology, a functionally equivalent doctrine about the superiority of the
Buddhist community, especially the Sangha,22 could reasonably be
extrapolated from these claims, as long as it is not pushed in a Christian
direction. Thus one could say that the communal tradition that grew up
in response to Buddha’s teaching is the best means to achieve Nirvana.
Hence the Buddhist communities are superior to all others in that the
best thing (Nirvana) can be achieved best (and perhaps only) through
them.

Similar observations can be made with regard to the communities of
Muslims and Jews and members of other world religions, perhaps of all
religious bodies. Each seems to believe and to act (though they, of course,
must speak for themselves) in ways that suggest that they make it possible
for their members to learn something vitally important about the Real,
something that members of other religious bodies cannot know, or
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cannot know as well. Furthermore, even though what they know is avail-
able only through a particular tradition, it is not relative to a particular
cultural situation but has universal significance. That knowledge consists
not only of right beliefs but of right behavior, too; agenda as well as cre-
denda.23 These are embodied concretely in the life of the religious body,
thereby determining its present identity and what it seeks to become. In
light of its particular set of beliefs about the Real each religious body
develops distinctive practices and institutions that render it, so it may
reasonably claim, the best, most truthful, communal response to the
Real.

Distinctiveness and disagreement among religious bodies regarding
their ultimate goals does not mean that they must disagree over every-
thing. It is possible for members of one religion to accept the idea that
members of other religions are making objective truth claims, and that
they have distinct goals. And this acceptance of their status does not nec-
essarily require the denial of the claims of the value of the goal. Thus a
Christian can easily accept that there may indeed be an experience of
something that can be called Nirvana, and that the only way to achieve
this is through giving oneself over to the Buddhadharma and learning
the practices taught in Buddhist communities. Moreover, the Christian
can admit that, when it comes to achieving Nirvana, the Buddhist relig-
ious body is superior in its way of life to the church, since the latter, of
course, does not have the same goal and has not developed suitable prac-
tices toward it. The Christian may also think that some of the practices of
Buddhism that lead towards Nirvana could be usefully adopted within
Christianity. That is, she may judge that some of the Buddhist practices
are superior to their equivalents within Christianity. Similarly, the Bud-
dhist might think that the Christian church offers superior ways to follow
Jesus Christ than do its own religious practices. Moreover, a Buddhist
might conceivably think that there are some aspects of Christianity that
would be worth further investigation.

Yet although each religious body may share many penultimate goals
and convictions with other bodies, its ultimate goal is distinctive and
normative. To postulate a common goal or a deep-spiritual identity
among all such bodies runs counter to what seems to be the genuine
diversity of their concrete identities as each aids its members in achieving
its goal. Every religious body’s beliefs and practices differ and conflict in
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significant areas (though no doubt not in all) with those of other bodies.
And membership of any one body will likely involve, however implicitly
held, the belief that it is superior to all other religious bodies, because it is
orientated towards ultimate truth.

This non-theological and low-level account of religious bodies is com-
patible, at least, with a Christian theodramatic horizon. It is also consid-
erably more pluralist than Hodgson’s account. His double use of the
twofold construal undermines genuine plurality even though, like other
pluralists, he affirms the diversity of religious bodies.24 The key differ-
ence between the pluralist view and the more dramatic one just outlined
is that the former rules out the diversity of ultimate religious goals. As a
consequence, the significance of the diversity of religious bodies’ concrete
identities is considerably reduced. It may be that someone advocating
something like Hodgson’s or Hick’s position would accept, in spite of its
dangerous wording, the notion that the Buddhist community is indeed
generally superior to all others in helping its members to achieve Nirvana,
or the Jewish community in helping its members follow the Torah. But
such superiority could be only of a relatively insignificant kind. The par-
ticularities of the way of life that foster the achievement of Nirvana, like
those which foster the attainment of Christian salvation, are of value for
pluralists insofar as they enable Buddhists and Christians to achieve the
transformation of their existence towards some universal goal that lies
beyond (or deep within) the particularities and goals of each body. We recall
that for Hodgson the church shares with other religious bodies the goal of
bringing about the community of freedom and equality. For Hick, the
goal of all religious bodies is, or should be, Reality-centeredness. For
Gordon Kaufman the goal is humanization; for Knitter, eco-human well-
being. These laudable aims function as criteria by which to assess the con-
crete identities of all religious bodies, all of which are to serve the same
ultimate goal.25 The ecclesiological consequence of imposing such exter-
nal and universal criteria upon religious bodies is that their concrete iden-
tities are reduced to secondary and dispensable status. Any particular
belief or practice that conflicts with the universal norm, or which
obstructs the movement towards the universal goal, must be forfeited.

Thus, as they themselves acknowledge, the pluralist view of the
religions is incompatible with the more radically pluralist self-
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understandings of the religious bodies themselves. It is also incompatible
with the traditional understanding of the church’s task, which I have
described as witnessing to Jesus Christ and of helping its members follow
him in discipleship, in such a way that we boast only in him and what he
has done for us all. For the concrete church, the issue turns upon the revi-
sionist Christology. We have seen how Hodgson revises Christology and
the traditional self-understanding of the church. And Kaufman, who is
comparatively more open to plurality than Hick, is equally forthright in
requiring religious bodies to reconstruct their symbol systems so that
they accord with the criteria of pluralism.26 To be sure, they retain the
central significance of the symbol of Jesus Christ for Christianity.
However, Jesus’ significance is no longer understood primarily in terms
of the Scriptural witness to him and the church’s tradition of interpreta-
tion of that witness. Rather, it is now understood in terms of the universal
norm which, in turn, is developed according to a liberal anthropology or
humanist vision worked out more or less in isolation from Scripture. Dis-
cipleship must be embodied differently, for it is no longer the person and
work of Jesus Christ that governs the concrete identity of the church, but
Jesus as the symbol of the ultimate norm.

The consequent modifications of the church’s concrete identity would
be severe; its worship, for instance. Christians offer worship to the Son
because it is in and through his person and work that the Spirit draws us
to the Father. We give praise and thanksgiving to God because Jesus
Christ saves the world which cannot save itself. But such practices do not
accord with the pluralist criterion, for Jesus cannot be the sole savior.
Rather, there are many such saviors who, moreover, save the world not by
their actions but by providing humanity with the visions and symbols
necessary for the humanizing and ecological activity by which we save the
world.27 The church’s praise and thanksgiving cannot be offered to God,
then, in response to the Good News of salvation in Jesus Christ. Instead,
worship becomes part of our effort to save ourselves, where “save” means
to preserve our planet and our species in freedom and harmony. The
Eucharist becomes something other than a participation in, or remem-
brance of, the redemptive suffering of the Son of God. Like prayer more
generally, it becomes a form of self-motivation.28
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In view of the drastic consequences for the church (as well, presum-
ably, for other religious bodies), the question arises as to whether pluralist
theories of religion and religious bodies are in fact correct. This is a legiti-
mate question, for there is no mere perspectivalism here; pluralists make
it quite clear that views contrary to their own in these matters are wrong.
The strongest reason for accepting a pluralist theory would be if it were
the only rational one, if indeed the church’s traditional self-understand-
ing, as well as the self-understanding of other religious bodies, are all so
plainly irrational that they must change if they are not to be naively and
dangerously “parochial.” To continue to maintain the religions’ tradi-
tional self-understanding in such a case would be to fall into a rigid and
defensive traditionalism; it would be both logically and morally wrong.
The remainder of this chapter makes the case that the pluralist view is, in
fact, far too weakly supported to require such a revision. It is incoherent
and, despite the excellent intentions of its proponents, it is at least as
much of a threat to human relations as the more usual and more genu-
inely pluralist way of viewing the religions. And to the extent that an
ecclesiology adopts such a horizon it too will be incoherent and will
render the church’s concrete identity susceptible to ideological distortion.

We can approach the question from a consideration of Hick’s theory.
We saw how his version of pluralism makes a number of universally
applicable claims of its own, including some about religious language.
He shares the broadly agnostic view of pluralism, and warrants it by
asserting that the Real is too ineffable for our concepts to describe it. The
backing for that warrant in turn is that the ineffable nature of the Real is
something about which all the religions agree. But do they? Premodern
Christian theology does not exactly disagree, and Hick is able to cite pas-
sages from the Fathers, Augustine, Thomas and some of the mystics that
support his contention (IR 238). William Placher, too, has recently dis-
cussed in some detail the ways in which Thomas Aquinas, John Calvin
and Martin Luther each rule out linguistic hubris.29 But Placher also
shows that although these theologians insist on the incomprehensibility
and mysteriousness of God, they also insist that genuine opposition
among doctrines about the Real is possible such that one view may be true
while another may be wrong or grossly inadequate. Furthermore, opposi-
tion among doctrines is possible not only within a particular religion, but
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between different religions.30 Thomas and Luther would consider a doc-
trine of another religious community to be wrong that involved the belief
that God is nonexistent (as Theravada Buddhism and Marxism seem to
claim),31 or that there are many gods (as Hinduism), or that God is simply
an impersonal force with whom one could not communicate (as some
forms of Deism). These Christian theologians would also agree that what
is revealed in Jesus Christ is unique and unsurpassable, and that as a con-
sequence all other purported revelations of the Real are drastically relativ-
ized. In this they would find themselves in some disagreement with the
Islamic community over the revelatory status of the Qur©ā̄n, and with
Judaism over the status of the Torah. It is likely, too, that representative
theologians from these other religions would make similarly conflicting
claims.

This suggests that Hick’s beliefs about religious language are sup-
ported less by an induction from religious bodies’ own views than by an a
priori theory of religion. Hick, like other pluralists, relies upon beliefs that
function axiomatically within a post-Kantian philosophical tradition
often called liberalism.32 Among the tenets of liberalism are the follow-
ing: Tradition-free knowledge is preferred to that which is accessible only
from within a tradition. The former is rational because it is universally
applicable, the latter is distorted by parochial prejudices and is thus irra-
tional and, to the extent that it disagrees with tradition-free knowledge,
wrong or irrelevant. The practical and humanizing consequences of relig-
ious beliefs for society and morality are valued over their doctrinal and
community-forming aspects. Religious beliefs are true only insofar as
they lead to appropriate practical consequences. And it is assumed that
diverse ways of life can be adequately comprehended and assessed in
terms of a universal humanistic norm.

Most of those who concern themselves about such matters, including
many liberals, now acknowledge that all inquiry is guided by sets of
assumptions and beliefs peculiar to a given tradition of inquiry.33More-
over, it is generally acknowledged that such traditions are not grounded
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upon a foundation that is common to them all, or that is independent of
them, or normative for all of them. Rather each is grounded in a particu-
lar group of people who have been socialized more or less effectively into
adopting that tradition as the means by which to live and argue about
how to live. The traditioned nature of inquiry, it is sometimes said, goes
all the way down. While there may be many common elements among the
way people live, each tradition organizes these into a particular configu-
ration in terms of which its adherents organize their lives and situate
themselves vis-à-vis members of other traditions.

The pluralists’ claims regarding the truth status of religious language
reflect neither a generalization from the religions themselves nor a tradi-
tion-free perspective, but are formulated from within a particular tradi-
tion. The community of those who adhere to this tradition are perhaps to
be found within the modern, Western university.34One of the axiomatic
beliefs of pluralism, however, is that the particular doctrines of religious
communities cannot have universal application and, as a consequence,
they cannot make a claim for superiority. The problem is that they are
insufficiently “impartial” (Hick, IR 2) or too “parochial” (Hodgson)
because they are made according to the principles and convictions of a
particular tradition. In making this restriction, the theory evidently
claims to know something about the nature of religion – the status of its
language, the shared goals – that is true for all religions. Thus it claims in
effect to have an understanding of the religions that is superior to that
which is possible from within a particular religious tradition.35 This
claim would likely appear to be irrational to many members of religious
bodies. A Muslim, for example, might well be baffled by the idea that one
can come to a superior knowledge of how to submit to the will of Allah
apart from the Qur©ā̄n. Yet that seems to be the pluralist claim.

The greater difficulty is that the pluralist claims are universal and
religious, yet made on the basis of beliefs found within a particular tradi-
tion. It is therefore hard not to understand the pluralists to be doing
something identical to what they rule out when done by others. That is,
they look very much as though they are making universal, non-relativis-
tic religious claims from within a particular tradition. To do this is not
wrong in itself; it is what traditional religious people do all the time.
The problem, of course, is that the pluralist theory denies the rationality
of making such claims. As Kaufman contends: “There is no room for
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parochial preference for one’s own tradition or community or one’s own
familiar values and ways of thinking.”36 According to their own argu-
ments, their claims about, say, the metaphorical status of religious lan-
guage and the goal of all religions, are parochial. For they want to assert
such views over against other views on these matters as non-perspectival
and non-relativist claims, and they seem to assume (naively, on their own
view) that they can rationally do so.

As a religious perspective that asserts that all other religious perspec-
tives that disagree with its central beliefs are simply relativistic, the plu-
ralist theory moves away from genuine pluralism toward an almost
exclusivist position. They rightly stress the need to replace violent con-
frontation among the religions with peaceful dialogue. They take the
moral high ground, advocating tolerance and humanity, eager to listen to
others. There is no reason at all to doubt the sincerity of such rhetoric. But
the terms of dialogue are set by them, according to liberal humanist
beliefs, and not by religious bodies themselves. Any challenge from more
traditional religious bodies on such matters is ruled out not only as
wrong, but as irrational. Anyone who does not accept the liberal condi-
tions for dialogue cannot be taken seriously. And all such dialogue is to
serve the universal goal of all religions, rather than the diverse goals of
each religious body.37 Their rhetoric thus sets up a falsely exclusive alter-
native: one can either adopt their beliefs about religion, or one maintains
a rigid, parochial and primitive fundamentalism. Any disagreement from
more traditional religious bodies on these matters is ruled out not only as
wrong, but as irrational: anyone who does not think as they do about
these matters cannot be taken seriously. As such, the pluralist horizon
destroys rather than affirms difference and otherness. Rather than foster-
ing religious bodies with diverse concrete identities, it subsumes them
into its Procrustean bed, ruling out of consideration any beliefs and prac-
tices that conflict with its own.38

But perhaps pluralists are correct in asserting that this is indeed the
way it must be. To fail to adopt their position would be to threaten what is
now a global society with the likelihood of violence consequent upon
religious conflict. Theirs is evidently a speculative assertion, but one that
is not entirely unreasonable, given the history of religions. We can,
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however, take a turn at speculating for a moment on what might happen
if the pluralist view were to become generally accepted by society. The loss
of significant distinctiveness and of the possibility of superiority would
make it more difficult for any religious body to make a reasonable case
that one should join it rather than another body. Some might then ask:
Would it not be better for people like us Christians to abandon our mem-
bership in the church altogether and opt instead for a religious body that
was clearer upon humanity’s common goal? After all, Christianity has
been historically quite confused on the matter, with its insistent yet mis-
taken emphasis upon Jesus as the ultimate ground of all value, not as
illustrative of other, more universally accessible values.

The reduction of religious beliefs to metaphors and stories that
promote the universal goal would, I think, make it difficult for many to
see much point in religious bodies at all. Surely, one might say, we now
know the appropriate principles for achieving freedom, so why not grow
up a little bit and drop the religious business altogether? If we need sym-
bolic mediations of such values, would not music, art and poetry do as
well? Such a proposal might appear especially reasonable to those whose
reading of history indicates that religious bodies in fact work for the most
part in the opposite direction to freedom and equality. It would not be
enough, for those sufficiently familiar with societies outside the USA at
any rate, to say (with Hodgson and others) that some kind of religious
commitment is necessary for society if it is not to self-destruct (RC 94).
One might argue that Canada, Japan and many parts of Europe seem to
have considerably more social cohesion than the USA, without anywhere
near the religiosity of the last. Would it not be better, then, to dispense
with the religious aspect and simply witness to those values, and build
non-religious communities that embody them in appropriate prac-
tices?39

Should we keep on with religious activity anyway, it could only be on
something like aesthetic, psychological or sociological grounds. The
effect would be to leave the field clear for the kind of do-it-yourself reli-
giosity already prevalent in our societies. A private religion – and a rela-
tivistic and perspectivalist religious view is logically private even if held
by a number of people – may well prove to be unsupportive of one’s
concern for humanization or freedom and equality, or for anything or
anyone outside of one’s own interests. But even if all agreed that the goal
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of humanity should be some such universal, the loss of genuine truth
claims for religions would mean that the religions themselves could
provide no concrete help in working towards that goal. Nor could they
contribute to the debate about the means to that goal. If I introduce my
religious perspective into the public square to argue for specific activities
to promote some concrete answer to such questions, I will have a goal in
mind that is formed by my religious view, perhaps a society that fosters
Nirvana, or the beatific vision, or the American way, or the triumph of the
proletariat. But my appeal to my own religious doctrines can now have
little or no practical or critical function. At most, they can provide some
motivation for those who happen to share them.40

If the pluralist horizon were to became pervasive – and we are still
merely speculating, of course – it seems unreasonable to think that as a
consequence disagreement and division would disappear. While they
would be ruled out from religious discourse, they would still exist, sur-
facing in areas other than the religious. For the key questions that any
society must attempt to answer would remain: What are the goals we, as
individuals or as a society, should aim for? How should they be ranked?
Who does the ranking and on what grounds? What does humanization
mean, concretely? These key words require some kind of warrant, and if
that warrant is no longer embodied in a religious tradition, it must be had
from non-theological traditions and communities, or theoretical con-
structions. Postulating a set of abstract values as common to all world
religions does nothing of itself to unite society. It simply shifts the burden
of debate into other, equally contentious and divisive areas where truth
claims are permitted.

Some of the dogmas of modernity that support the pluralist horizon
have come under substantive criticism recently. Pluralist theory relies
upon a modern liberal metanarrative according to which humanity has
achieved progress towards enlightenment and freedom as it has broken
through the shackles of traditional patterns of thought and behavior to
learn to think for itself. Some have asserted that Western cultures have
become increasingly incredulous of such humanist, emancipatory,
yet ultimately self-congratulatory metanarratives.41 The very notion of
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universal goals or “primary goods” has been attacked,42 while others
have noted how the liberal metanarrative betrays an underlying will-to-
power. Power is exerted through programs that do not repress and coerce
so much as channel our activity into ways that are determined, quite arbi-
trarily, to be “normal.”43The pluralist metanarrative encompasses every-
thing, drawing it into a totalizing discourse that makes it difficult to
acknowledge, let alone to promote, the genuine diversity of those com-
munities that do not fit into its structures or meet its standards of what
counts as normal religion.44

It is true, of course, that religious bodies rely upon metanarratives,
too. They view everything, including other religions, from their own per-
spective, and pass judgments upon everything according to their
norms.45 And while a religion like Christianity may accept the indepen-
dence of scientific discourse, for example, it locates scientific inquiry as a
subset of its own overarching narrative. However, as I will argue in the
next chapter, a religious metanarrative need not be a totalizing discourse,
and the church’s task of witness, properly understood, should mitigate
any temptation to construct one. Already we can note that, unlike plural-
ism, the church can coherently acknowledge the rationality and integrity
of other religions and other forms of inquiry, even while it disagrees with
them. Religions have always recognized that other religions make claims
that conflict with their own. They take these seriously (at times violently
so, to their shame), for they know that other religions are centered upon
beliefs that have the same logical status as their own. Each religion is
explicitly centered upon a particular tradition and the distinct commu-
nity that embodies it, rather than based upon a single, universal founda-
tion. Unless the pluralist theory of religion likewise acknowledges its
own traditional grounding, which it cannot do without radical modifica-
tion, its discourse must remain hegemonic and oppressive.

There are significant political issues involved here. One of the strong-
est criticisms of the church is to bring up those times when it fostered
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practices and beliefs among its membership that benefited the dominant
members of society and held in check those whom they oppressed. The
church’s leadership thereby gained secular enforcement of its religious
monopoly, and the secular power gained the church’s ideological support.
Although it is possible to be too melodramatic about such matters, some-
thing not too dissimilar may be at work in pluralism, in spite of good
intentions. Modern liberalism has its social base in the powerful societies
of the West and its intellectual base in their academic institutions. Those
who dominate these societies and finance such institutions have an inter-
est in ruling out challenges to their power. Religious bodies have histori-
cally functioned not only to support the powerful, but also in the contrary
direction, as the base for reformist or revolutionary challenges. If relig-
ious bodies can be domesticated by undercutting their critical force, they
not only present less of a challenge, they can also be used to support the
status quo. And if, furthermore, the essence of all religious goals can be
shown to be identical to the essential liberal values of the strongest
Western nations, then religious bodies can do nothing other than
promote and preserve the practices and valuations of liberal capitalist
democracies. Those religions that embody their disagreement with such
values cannot counter them. For their concrete identities can be easily
dismissed by the dominant society as abnormal (“fundamentalist”),
immoral or even irreligious.46 If the church reconstructed its concrete
identity so as to embody pluralist-humanist beliefs, it could become an
agent for Western values, much as it was at times during the colonial era.
But this time its own voice would be silenced more effectively, since any
challenge it might offer would be ruled out as irrational.

In sum, the pluralist challenge to the church’s traditional self-under-
standing fails on a number of fronts. The church has a number of reasons
for rejecting an ecclesiology constructed within a pluralist horizon.
Within ecclesiological discourse, the double use of the twofold construal
relativizes the concrete church and radically undermines the church’s
task of witness to the Good News of Jesus Christ. The church loses its
ability to engage with and learn from genuinely different religious bodies
on its and their own terms. The church can no longer contribute to the
ongoing public debate over the concrete shape of society, for it has no
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reason to develop a concrete identity that is significantly distinctive. The
pluralist horizon supports an ecclesiology that fails, in short, to meet the
criterion of practical-prophetic adequacy. A pluralist ecclesiology is not
suitable for the church within the present ecclesiological context.

Pluralist ecclesiology is a strong version of the modern ecclesiological
method described in chapter 2, and with the epic kind of theology noted
briefly in chapter 3. It approaches the concrete with a set of a priori com-
mitments derived abstractly according to a normative model of the essen-
tial aspects of religion. As a result, it finds it difficult to acknowledge the
irreducible diversity of the concrete, and even harder to respond to it. The
possibility of a receptive moment, of humbly listening to others, is under-
mined, in spite of a manifest concern to foster dialogue. All is made to fit
within a epic system worked out apart from any context and community,
according to beliefs that “we” moderns all accept as axiomatic without
adequate justification.

I suggest that one appropriate response to both theoretical and
popular forms of pluralism is for the church to become an agent for par-
ticularity and for the genuine debate that particularity makes possible.
The church should educate its members to acknowledge that they, and
members of other religious and non-religious bodies, make and embody
claims that may logically conflict with others. To be an agent for particu-
larity is a necessary part of the church’s prophetic role in the present
context. Given its traditional concern for the oppressed and marginalized
in society (a concern admittedly often lost sight of ), the church should
attempt to counter the pluralistic horizon. It should do so not only to be
able to perform its own tasks, but also to help other, less powerful relig-
ious and non-religious bodies to flourish.

This chapter has for the most part engaged in negative apologetics. In
the next chapter I make a constructive case for the proposition that relig-
ious bodies can be quite distinctive, and that each may logically make
truth claims which conflict with claims made by other bodies. And this in
turn makes it reasonable for one religious body to engage in debate with
other religious bodies and to argue that, in spite of its sinfulness and fail-
ures, it makes possible the best way of life.
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5

A theodramatic response to pluralism

The previous chapter argued that pluralism furnishes an unsatis-
factory horizon within which to reflect theologically upon the church,
especially in the present ecclesiological context. It requires the concrete
identities of all religious bodies to conform to a pluralist-humanist ulti-
mate goal, and imposes upon them an alien notion of normal religion. Its
epic move is warranted by appeals to its supposed universalism, while in
fact it depends upon the beliefs of a particular tradition. The pluralist
revision of Christology would lead to an ecclesiological relativism that
would undermine the church’s witness and pastoral activity, and leave its
membership with little reason to devote their lives to Christian disciple-
ship. Pluralist ecclesiology would require the church to reject Paul’s rule
and to modify its concrete identity so that it fostered only those practices
which conform to the religious beliefs and goals of Western liberalism.

The discussion of pluralism was fruitful in that it brought to light
notable issues to which any practical-prophetic ecclesiology needs to
respond. Pluralists rightly stress the necessity of dialogue among the
religions. One important reason why they seek to modify the church’s tra-
ditional Christological convictions and their ecclesiological corollaries is
that they believe that such convictions rule out genuine dialogue. The
present chapter responds to this challenge by arguing that an ecclesiology
done within a theodramatic horizon must consider genuine dialogue an
essential part of the church’s witness and discipleship, for reasons, more-
over, that depend upon traditional Christological and trinitarian doc-
trines. The horizon fosters a far more pluralistic theory of religion and
religious bodies, one that permits arguments over truth and superiority
while acknowledging sinfulness and confusion. Moreover, within a theo-
dramatic rather than epic horizon, it becomes theologically appropriate
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for the church to encourage a genuine plurality of religious and non-reli-
gious bodies, both for the sake of the truthfulness of its own witness as
well as to support those bodies which are threatened by the more power-
ful.

The following discussion moves initially within a Christian frame-
work, and amounts to something like a partial sketch of a theodramatic
theology of religions. Later in the chapter the argument broadens to
become an exercise in constructive, ad hoc Christian apologetics. There I
draw upon the work of Alasdair MacIntyre to present an argument which
responds to another challenge to the theodramatic horizon, that of post-
modernism. Throughout, the discussion is concerned with the possibility
of truth within religious bodies. I begin by noting some elements of a
theodramatic notion of truth, restricting my remarks to what is useful for
the primary concern, namely the concrete identity of the church and prac-
tical-prophetic reflection upon it. The question here is: What kind of
ecclesial life follows from a theodramatic concept of truth?

The logical possibility of making religious truth claims is essential for
the task of the church as traditionally conceived, since that task includes,
as we have said, witnessing to Jesus Christ as the truth.1Within theologi-
cal discourse, both the notion of truth as well as the conception of how
one attains it are governed by our understanding of Jesus Christ. A theo-
logical understanding of truth is thus not one of those things, like the
principles of logic, say, that theology can take over from other disciplines
without further ado. We recall, too, that thinking of ourselves as grace-
enabled players in God’s play denies us the possibility of establishing any
resting place prior to the eschaton. Our own resources provide no trust-
worthy basis for constructing epic systems of belief and practice. This
does not mean, though, that there is no religious truth or that we could
not know it if there were. It suggests, rather, that truth is not something
we can possess, as if it could belong to us. This is not only because truth is
ultimately a person rather than, say, a set of statements. It is also because
we must always receive the truth, and receive it in a personal and trinitar-
ian way, through our trust in the faithfulness of the Director. We receive
the truth in the gift of the self-presence of God in the Spirit, by which we
are led in Christ to the Father.

To stress the receptive moment is not to say that we should simply sit
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back and wait for some revelation or religious experience (though to be
sure, prayerful preparation is always appropriate). Our roles within the
play are truly our own, and they require us to struggle towards the truth.
We do so by searching the Scriptures and the tradition of their interpreta-
tion, using them as normative guides for our inquiries as to how best to
witness to Jesus Christ and embody his way truthfully. But Scripture and
tradition do not contain truth, as if it were bits of information that lie
embedded directly in the text. If that were the case, truth would be in our
possession independently of the Spirit’s gift. We could then piece the bits
together into a set of doctrines and precepts and call the epic product, say,
“The Definitive Ecclesiology” or “The Definitive Christian Morality.” But
to attempt to do this would be mistaken, in part because, as I noted
earlier, the Scriptural witness to the truth is too rich and multifaceted to
be mapped out into a single internally coherent and complete system, and
in part because it is always situated by the Spirit within a particular eccles-
iological context. Certainly we can discern abiding principles and doc-
trines, but other factors enter in that condition our understanding and
use of them. A theodramatic horizon reminds us that using Scripture and
tradition to receive the truth involves the same kind of struggle that is
inherent in all aspects of Christian existence. Scripture and tradition are
not themselves the truth, but are normative witnesses to it. They repre-
sent, we might say, earlier encounters with Christ and the Spirit and as
such they are now the primary means by which we are led to receive the
truth, for the Spirit is faithful and true. While they remain the normative
means through which truth is received, they also journey along with the
theodrama, guiding us in different ways as we enter new episodes of the
play.

A theodramatic horizon, with its strong conception of the concursus of
divine and human action, indicates that we receive truth by two means,
both of which are necessary: by the activity of the Spirit, and through our
active engagement with views different from our own. The latter is surely
an uncontroversial assertion. Many would agree that one of the best ways
of gaining greater knowledge and awareness is to engage in debate with
those whose views challenge our own. Indeed, one way to conceive of the
function of Scripture and tradition is that it provides us with debating
partners who have responded to their call to discipleship and have fur-
thered the witness of the church. We can engage with them and learn
from them as we attempt to make our way to the same goal in our differ-
ent contexts. As our ecclesiological context continues to shift, we must
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respond appropriately to change, something often very difficult to do.
Both as individuals and as a religious body, we need help. Our sinfulness
and finitude blind us and our leaders to our misreadings of Scripture and
their consequences for our concrete identity. For example, we tend to
focus on certain principles and beliefs to the neglect of others, perhaps
because we are misguided by our own interests to the neglect of others’ or
because we desire the security and control of an epic view. By engaging
with other readings of Scripture and tradition, as well as with other views
of the Real and of reality, even if these are equally or more sinful or errone-
ous, we are challenged to reconsider entrenched misreadings and over-
come some of the obstacles we place in the way of the Spirit of truth.

The struggle towards truth therefore takes the form of ongoing
debates between the church and diverse religious and non-religious
bodies and their adherents. Such debates occur not only at the level of
ideas, but in their communal embodiment, within and between religious
and non-religious bodies whose concrete identities conflict internally and
with one another. One of the tasks of the church, then, is to search out
those who do not live as it does. To do so is not at all an act of aggression,
as if we sought to stop them from being different; quite the contrary. The
reason we engage with others is twofold. First, we need to hear what they
have to say so that we may learn from them, from their insights into the
truth and from their assessment of our own understanding of it. Second,
we witness to them about our Lord in truthful discipleship so that they
may learn from us and we may learn more about him to whom we
witness. We believe that the Holy Spirit is active in their midst, and so we
believe that we may be led by the same Spirit to learn something from
them. And it may be that, as a consequence, we find it necessary to
acknowledge contritely and explicitly that one or other of our beliefs or
practices is sinful or erroneous, and needs either to be abandoned or
modified in some way.

Pluralists also insist upon engagement with others. There are,
however, significant differences between theodramatic debate and plu-
ralist dialogue. We have seen that dialogue in modern-liberal circles gen-
erally has consensus as its goal. Consensus is the result of the willingness
of the participants to question all beliefs and practices in order to bring to
the surface an underlying, presently unseen harmony. Presupposing this
epic harmony, dialogue involves revising convictions so as to produce a
more complete and truthful view than any participants could have separ-
ately. The dialogue partners can display a rational and moderate attitude,
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for they assume that they already agree about the fundamental goal of the
dialogue. Any remaining disparity is either inconsequential, or will be
overcome in due course, if not in this debate, in future years as the area
under discussion becomes better mapped.

The relation between debate and truth within a theodramatic horizon
cannot be understood along such epic or modern lines. We must engage
with others in debate, but not on the assumption that we will achieve con-
sensus, or even should try to do so. The point of debate is primarily to help
one another to receive the truth. Rather than an underlying harmony or
shared goal, basic disagreement is more likely. Nor can there be any com-
promise with the truth for the sake of agreement, since truth rather than
agreement is the primary goal. The church usually learns from its inter-
locutors, and may well find it necessary to reconsider some of its beliefs
and practices. But if it is indeed devoted to an ultimate goal that is distinct
from other religious bodies, then some conflict must persist, for that goal
must be maintained. Certainly, the Christian who seeks to play her role in
the theodrama must display humility in debating with her critics, for she
seeks but does not possess the Spirit of truth. Having no interest superior
to that of the truth, she is bold and tenacious in her witness to it when she
sees it, to the extent of giving offence if need be by maintaining her beliefs
at the cost of confrontation. She expects and encourages similar tenacity
and boldness in her interlocutor, and responds to it with courage, imagi-
nation and good humor. Such confrontations can never become violent or
coercive, since that would be to oppose the Spirit of truth. But, to repeat,
neither can she accept any compromise for the sake of a greater good than
truth, for she believes that there is no greater good than the triune God.

The theodramatic kind of debate is appropriate, with suitable modifi-
cations, at all levels: between individuals, Christian and non-Christian,
between individuals and the church, and between the church and other
religious and non-religious bodies and their individual members. It is a
commonplace of ecclesiology that one cannot be a member of the church
without engaging with other Christians and with the church as a relig-
ious body, for it is in them and through these others that the Spirit is
present. I noted earlier that a theodramatic horizon indicates that this
engagement must remain tensive. The individual disciple may be called
to challenge the religious body, including its authorities, as well as being
challenged by them. And it is likely that she will also be called, as an indi-
vidual disciple, to engage in debate with non-Christians.

Within this theodramatic horizon, the church cannot be thought of
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simply as the repository of truth. Rather, it is the communal embodiment
of the search for truthful witness and discipleship within the theodrama.
It is a religious body which knows that truth cannot be possessed, but
must be continually received, and with due humility in face of its sinful-
ness and finitude. It is a religious body that knows that the gift of truth is
essentially dependent upon genuine engagement with both the divine
Other and human others. There may well be other religious bodies that
hold similar beliefs.

The implications of this proposal for understanding the two central
tasks of the church are significant. Witness is sometimes described rather
simplistically as the church telling the world what it knows about the
gospel. While that way of putting the matter is true in some sense, it gives
the misleading impression that the church possesses a body of facts and
precepts that it simply passes out to others. Its job then is seen, to exag-
gerate a little, to be something akin to that of an unimaginative school
teacher who writes on the chalkboard the day’s chemistry facts for the stu-
dents to write down and memorize. Proclamation is limited to instruc-
tion, as if there were no real need to move beyond simple telling to
engagement and debate.

A somewhat better notion, though still inadequate, is that the church
witnesses to the gospel by living it. All the world has to do is simply look
at the church and it will see the gospel embodied there. This notion is
inadequate not only because of the church’s sinfulness, which often
occludes rather than manifests the gospel, but because it makes an
assumption about how the church witnesses which itself obscures the
gospel. If, as I have suggested, the gospel includes the claim that no one
can receive the truth apart from the Holy Spirit who is active within other
religious and non-religious bodies, then the very form of the church’s
witness must display that claim. Witness does not only involve continu-
ally pointing away from the church to Jesus Christ as the locus of truth.
The church must also build into its concrete identity practices that
display its conviction about the way to truth, practices that embody its
need for other religious and non-religious bodies with which to engage in
spirited debate.

This theodramatic understanding of witness suggests some of the
ingredients for making an initial response to one of the main concerns of
the pluralists. We recall that the pluralists were rightly concerned about
the coercive and destructive activity of the church in the past against
those with whom it disagreed. That activity was seen to rest on two
claims: that there is a necessary connection between truth and salvation,
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and that the church is the sole possessor of truth. But on the view that I
have developed, such activity would appear to be inconsistent with the
gospel, not only because it would be hard to reconcile with any form of
discipleship, but more specifically because the two claims from which it
arises cannot be maintained in such a lumpishly untensive way. The
church does not possess the truth, it receives it. It often turns away from
truth in sinfulness and error. Non-Christian bodies also receive truth
through the same Spirit, and are thereby enabled to challenge the church,
prompting it to renew itself. Genuine plurality among religious and non-
religious bodies is therefore vital to the performance of the church’s tasks.
The members of other bodies are not simply passive, merely empty soil
that must await the planting of the gospel before they can bear any fruit at
all. On the contrary, they are participants in the one theodrama who
actively respond to their own distinctive call. Furthermore, we believe
that God is loving and merciful as well as just, and that our salvation is
not our achievement. It would be counter to such beliefs to claim that
those who respond to the Spirit’s presence, and who are an integral part of
the church’s reception of truth, should not participate in some salvific
way in the final outcome of the theodrama.2 The church has no grounds
whatsoever, within a theodramatic horizon, for thinking of itself as self-
sufficient or superior in this way. It should continue to perform its tasks
boldly, while humbly acknowledging that other religious and non-reli-
gious bodies also have access through the Spirit to truth, and may also be
playing their respective parts within the overarching theodrama.

The contributions of non-Christians have clearly been essential to the
formation of the concrete identity of the church. As the church engages
with others it sifts through their resources. Christians argue among
themselves over whether to reject certain practices, say, as anti-Christ, or
whether to modify, privilege or ignore them as the products of the Spirit
working within the non-church world. They may find it appropriate
to take over in this way material from competing bodies as part of their
response to new ecclesiological contexts. We can call this activity, “eccle-
sial bricolage,” adopting a term from Jeffrey Stout.3 A classic example
of ecclesial bricolage is the struggle of the early church which, in order
to develop a well-rounded concrete identity, had to borrow from the
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Greco-Roman culture. As Wayne Meeks describes it, the early Christians
mixed their own social practices with many other, non-Christian, cultu-
ral patterns, making them their own by embedding them within the
Christian metanarrative.4 Meeks notes how a similar activity can be
detected within many self-aware religious traditions, even when they
attempt to isolate themselves from external influence. The early church
evidently felt the “[t]ension between the sense of sharing the culture
around them and the sense of standing opposed to it,” resulting in what
Meeks nicely calls an “amphibian life.”5 In addition to non-Christian
resources, the later church has its past identity to draw upon, by a similar
process of retrieval, modification, or reform.

The practices and institutions, and the beliefs and valuations that
together constitute the church’s present concrete identity are the product
of past ecclesial bricolage. That identity reflects the church’s earlier strug-
gles to hear and respond to the Spirit of truth through engagement with
those, internal and external, who challenged its witness and the disciple-
ship of its members. The function of a practical-prophetic ecclesiology is
therefore to engage in external and internal debate over that identity,
with the aim of improving the church’s witness and pastoral care. A theo-
logian who reflects upon the church will endeavor, for example, actively
to seek out an overlooked challenge that suggests a needed reform, or
to act as a bricoleur by imaginatively modifying a useful practice from
another religious body so that it may be incorporated into the life of the
church. Some account of the ways in which practical-prophetic ecclesio-
logy should carry out these tasks is given in chapter 7.

In sum, a theodramatic notion of truth and ecclesiological reflection
acknowledges, with pluralism, the pressing need for the church to engage
with other religious bodies. It differs from pluralism in eschewing relativ-
ist and perspectivalist views of religious bodies and in rejecting a unify-
ing goal or an underlying harmony among them. Instead theodramatic
ecclesiology affirms their genuine otherness. It welcomes the challenges
and opportunities they present, not as nuisances to be endured or over-
come, nor as mere passive receptacles of the gospel, but as active players in
the theodrama who, as gifts of the Spirit of truth, help the church more
adequately conform to its Lord.
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Up to this point the discussion has taken the form of a theodramatic
response to the challenges of the pluralist religious theory. Both theo-
drama and pluralism agree upon the possibility of some kind of truth,
though they differ sharply, as we have seen, as to where and how it may be
found. A recent development in philosophical and literary-critical circles
presents a more radical challenge to the theodramatic horizon, for it
denies both the modern and the theodramatic notions of truth. The chal-
lenge comes especially from those postmodern thinkers who have been
influenced in one way or another by Nietzsche, such as Michel Foucault,
Jean-François Lyotard and Jacques Derrida.6Each man has somewhat dif-
ferent concerns, and they are by no means in full agreement with one
another.7 Derrida and Foucault, too, present considerable difficulties in
interpretation. Yet taken together, they may fairly be said to reflect a partic-
ular form of the postmodern horizon, one that constitutes a distinct
alternative to theodrama and the modern horizon of pluralism. For
convenience we can label that form, the neo-Nietzschean.8 It is only as rep-
resentatives of the postmodern challenge to theodrama that the neo-Niet-
zscheans are discussed here; not for their particular concerns and insights.

Within a postmodern horizon, the idea of a universal, tradition-free
rationality by means of which one might progress towards timeless
truths is unsustainable. Metaphysical structures and metanarratives arise
out of contingent historical contexts, which cannot ground universally
applicable humanist norms.9 Thus far, of course, there is agreement with
the theodramatic horizon. The church joyfully confesses it depends upon
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the particular historical person, the first-century Jew, Jesus of Nazareth.
It is through his person and work that God has revealed and effected the
good and true news of the expansion of the covenant with Israel so as to
offer salvation to all people. And I have stressed in the above account how
the truth about God, the church and the world remains historical and con-
textual, always contingent upon the movement of the Spirit. The post-
modern view, though, is in certain respects more radical. Both theodrama
and pluralism situate their claims within metanarratives or grand theo-
ries which make general sense of reality and our relation to it. The writ-
ings of the neo-Nietzscheans, by contrast, strive to show that all such
metanarratives and systematic constructions betray evidence of arbitrary
decisions made in confusion or in the interest of power and dom-
ination.10 Genealogical analysis denies the assumption of humanist
historiography that the past reveals to us our humanity. Humanisms are
diverse and constructed; they should not be confused with progress
towards enlightenment.11Humanist norms and goals rely upon anthro-
pologies that in turn rely upon a set of false metaphysical assumptions
inherent in the Western philosophical tradition.12 Systems and theories
can be shown to rely upon binary oppositions between normal and abnor-
mal, author and reader, rational and poetic discourse, male and female,
and the like. In every case, it seems, the one side usurps the other, so that
the other is occluded or hidden from view, and what is different, unusual
or marginal is lost.13

According to the neo-Nietzscheans, then, it would seem unlikely that
any single system or institution could be true, or truer than others. True
knowledge is a concept to be associated more often than not with power
and domination rather than freedom. We recall that the pluralists were
concerned to analyze religions as part of their work towards greater
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freedom and human well-being. They sought to penetrate below the con-
fused self-understandings of religious bodies, to help them move towards
goals that would benefit all of humankind. This move is not possible for
the postmoderns, or not in the same way. For if the humanist constructs
that express our quest for meaning can be shown to rest upon arbitrary
and power-laden decisions, it would be irrational and, in some significant
sense, immoral to postulate a universal substrate among diverse systems,
or to situate all systems within a single system that is, supposedly, the
most enlightened. Instead, the correct way to act is to reveal, by decon-
struction or genealogy, how these fictions are constructed. As a conse-
quence, debate between competing systems, whether they are religions,
political systems, theories of language or anthropologies, is largely beside
the point. Debate ends as soon as the false construction is revealed and
dissolved; there is nothing further to talk about.

The neo-Nietzschean account is thus rather more epic than dramatic,
for there can be no real conflict between rival claimants to the most truth-
ful way of life.14Despite its epic quality, though, it may be that neo-Niet-
zschean nihilism can be of some use for the church. Not only does it offer
a significant counter-challenge to the axiomatic beliefs of pluralism, it
brings to the fore some of the cognitive consequences of sin. Sin, as will-
to-power, as the love of domination, can be discerned in the knowledge
systems of all cultures and societies. This insight, although hardly new to
Christians, may prompt the church to acknowledge more explicitly and
readily that the human search for truth, even when it is undertaken
within the church, will always go astray without the active presence of the
Spirit of truth. The neo-Nietzscheans’ ability to demonstrate the irra-
tional aspects of all systems may enable the church and other religious
bodies to avoid relying too heavily upon such systems. Some theologians
have made use of their methods to mitigate the perennial tendency
towards epic discourse within theology.15
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Nevertheless, neo-Nietzschean postmodernity has come under heavy
criticism from a wide range of viewpoints.16Here we need focus on only
one major point of contention. If we were to bring a theodramatic
horizon to bear strategically upon the neo-Nietzschean proposals, as if it
were a new, deconstructing fiction, we could point out that those propo-
sals are insufficiently subtle with regard to sin and the will to domina-
tion. The power of sin is active everywhere, not only in systems, but in
those who seek to dissolve them. Moreover, the Spirit of truth may make
use of fictive systems and be active within those who inhabit such
systems. Something like this criticism has been made from within other
horizons, too. Stephen White, a political philosopher who is not unsym-
pathetic to the postmodern view, has noted how, “after the effect wears
off, one is left with a rather simple bipolar world: deconstructionists and
other postmoderns who struggle for justice, and traditional ethical and
political theorists who are the ideologues of unjust order”.17White notes
that the postmoderns are very helpful in developing what he calls
“responsibility to otherness” by their critiques that disclose alternative
worlds.18 But, he argues, they are less successful in developing the correl-
ative “responsibility to act” in justified ways in the world. The postmod-
erns’ “perpetual withholding action” inhibits any such constructive
response.19 As Gillian Rose has pointed out, this can be construed as an
irresponsible unwillingness to engage with the difficulties of reality.20
Deconstruction and similar skeptical moves can thus appear to be the
playful practices of a dominant class which has plenty of free leisure time.
White remarks:

[O]veremphasis on disruption and impertinence creates for

postmodern thinking a momentum that threatens to enervate the

sense of responsibility to otherness, subtly substituting for it an

implicit celebration of the impertinent subject who shows his or her

virtuosity in deconstructing whatever unity comes along.21

White and Rose agree in arguing that, in spite of the ever-present
possibility of an exercise of will-to-mastery, consistent and justifiable
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decisions have to be made that require some closing off of otherness, some
homogenization.22Without sufficient attention to both responsibilities,
postmodern virtues turn into their opposing vices. Similar criticisms
have been made by others.23

Whether or not such criticisms are fair, the issues raised by the neo-
Nietzschean critique are very significant for the church and need to be
addressed. Making an external apologetic case for the reasonableness of a
Christian understanding of truth and religious bodies must go beyond
showing how religious truth can be more than merely perspectival and
relative. It must also give some account of how religious bodies such as
the church may reasonably maintain their truth claims and debate with
other bodies, without thereby becoming repressive and irrational exer-
cises of power. It must show how religious and non-religious bodies can
maintain and develop their concrete identities in accordance with their
convictions, and how they can pursue their responsibility to act in accor-
dance with their respective metanarratives, but without these actions
necessarily occluding the other. Simply put, for the church to continue to
witness to Jesus Christ, it must be possible to show that one can speak the
truth and live truthfully; that one can do so without hurting anyone; and
that the more truthful one is, the more likely it is that one will acknowl-
edge and support those who are different.

I cannot, of course, present anything like a knock-down argument for
such proposals here, even if it were possible to do so. The best argument
would be for the church to embody its convictions perfectly; but it has
never yet done so. It may be that the decision as to whether or not to adopt
the neo-Nietzschean form of the postmodern horizon cannot be made on
purely rational grounds.24 If so, then the best approach is to try to present
a more convincing account of the issues from within other forms of the
postmodern horizon. Some idea of a theodramatic response has already
been given, but needless to say, it trades upon church-grounded beliefs in
the logical possibility of truth claims and true communities. In the
remainder of the chapter, I broaden the discussion to present a philosoph-
ical postmodern theory drawn from the work of Alasdair MacIntyre
(filtered in part through the work of Jeffrey Stout and Charles Taylor).25
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The theory is meant to show, minimally, that we need not give way before
such challenges without further ado, and that it is possible to formulate a
more genuinely pluralistic view of religious bodies.

All three of those just mentioned agree with the postmodern conten-
tion that truth arises out of historically contingent constructs. But for
them, this does not mean that the concept of truth is to be abandoned, for
they respond to what MacIntyre calls the failure of the liberal project in a
way that diverges from the neo-Nietzschean postmoderns. The liberal
project, we recall, sought to discover standards of rationality that would
be independent of authorities and traditions, relying instead upon uni-
versal reason. Rather than beginning with tradition-specific principles,
the aim was to find principles that any intelligent individual could know
and accept simply by the exercise of her or his own reason. Only by this
kind of rationality, they believed, could genuine, timeless truth claims be
made. But, as MacIntyre and the postmoderns agree, the project has
proven to be too difficult. MacIntyre notes how in moral reflection we
have not been able to find enough solid common ground to provide a
starting point for rational debate. The debates over abortion, over
whether a war might be justly fought, over the role of government in
society – these have become interminable, degenerating into “the asser-
tion and counterassertion of alternative and incompatible sets of prem-
ises.”26

Although most theorists now acknowledge that all truth claims are
made within one tradition or another, some, according to MacIntyre,
continue to hold on to something like the liberal view of truth, at least
with regard to certain fields of inquiry such as religion. Among these are
arguably the neo-Nietzscheans, as well as the pluralists discussed in the
previous chapter. Their belief that all truth claims are merely relative to
a particular traditional perspective seems to be an inference from the
absence of a universal basis for debate. They see that all forms of inquiry
are governed by sets of commitments and working assumptions, and
none of these satisfies the criterion of a universalist rationality. Because
truth arises within a particular tradition, its force appears to be limited
to that tradition, since its notion of rationality is incommensurable with
any other. Traditions, then, might seem as though they cannot engage
in rational debate with one another, let alone make a rational case for
their being superior to the others. Since truth claims are assumed to be
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justifiable only upon non-traditioned, universalist grounds, “no claim
to truth made in the name of any one competing tradition could defeat
the claims to truth made in the name of its rivals.”27 Rational debate can
only be intratraditional (WJWR 366). And so we are left with a collection
of “very different, complementary perspectives for envisaging the
realities about which they speak to us” (WJWR 352).

MacIntyre’s response is to question some of the key presuppositions of
this position. He notes how liberalism is itself a tradition (WJWR 345),
one of the central principles of which is to inquire, seemingly intermin-
ably, into the principles for a “tradition-independent, rational universal-
ity” (WJWR 335). As a tradition of inquiry among others, however, and
especially as a tradition that seems, for the moment at least, to have failed
in its aim, it cannot claim on its own principles to have more hold upon
our understanding of traditions of inquiry than others. Its normative the-
ories of truth and rationality seem to have got it nowhere. Thus a way out
of the liberal impasse that looks more promising than neo-Nietzschean
skepticism is to examine the kinds of assumptions about truth and
rationality and the conditions of their possibility that are operative in
those traditions that accept their traditioned nature rather than seek to
overcome it.

What, then, does it mean to reason within a tradition of inquiry? Here
we can expand the scope of MacIntyre’s theory explicitly to include relig-
ious traditions and their embodiments in religious communities. For
some of the ethical traditions MacIntyre discusses are located within the
church, such as the Augustinian and Thomistic, while others, such as the
anti-religious traditions of the postmoderns, are located within bodies
such as the secular university. Within a theodramatic horizon, moreover,
it is reasonable to think of Christianity generally as a tradition of inquiry
into how best to respond to Jesus Christ, and of the church as the commu-
nal embodiment of that inquiry.

Traditions and their embodiments vary a great deal, of course, but
minimally and necessarily they are distinguished from one another by
their members’ commitment to a particular set of principles. In religious
and ethical traditions such principles are usually embodied in privileged
texts that “function as the authoritative point of departure” for inquiry
(WJWR 383). They provide a normative account of the tradition’s key
aspects: its conception of the good, of the goal of human activity, of the
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means to get there, and the like. Such texts must not only have a definable
meaning, but be open to critical re-reading as the inquiry progresses.
Hence, “every tradition becomes to some degree a tradition of critical
reinterpretation in which one and the same body of texts, with of course
some addition and subtraction, is put to the question, and to successively
different sets of questions, as a tradition unfolds” (WJWR 383). A tradi-
tion’s commitments and texts are embodied in a community of interpre-
tation. Over the course of its history of interpreting its originating
principles and texts the community develops sets of practices and institu-
tions, rules and dispositions, by which its members live out their commit-
ments. That is, they develop what I have been calling with regard to the
church, a concrete identity. This identity provides the kind of normal
everydayness, the taken-for-granted set of ways of thinking and acting
that those who are new to the tradition must learn in order to be compe-
tent members of its community (WJWR 24).

Such everyday normality, however, is not usually present in all areas of
the tradition, nor for any length of time, because traditions are inherently
conflictual. They do not simply pass on information from one generation
to another; they continue to pursue their inquiry. Hence they are histori-
cal rather than static in form:

A tradition is an argument extended through time in which certain

fundamental agreements are defined and redefined in terms of two

kinds of conflict: those with critics and enemies external to the

tradition who reject all or at least key parts of those fundamental

agreements, and those internal, interpretative debates through which

the meaning and rationale of the fundamental agreements come to be

expressed and by whose progress a tradition is constituted. (WJWR 12)

Let us discuss how internal conflict arises first. When reflecting upon
some aspect of reality within a tradition – and this would apply to all
such, whether religious, scientific, literary, artistic, ethical, and so on –
one usually does so, initially at least, by engaging in debate with those
who inhabit the same tradition. The mode of argumentation will have
something of a narrative quality about it, even if the narrative remains
more or less implicit. For to make a case for a proposal within a tradition
is not (and cannot be, on this view) to find ahistorical, universal princi-
ples on which to ground it. But neither is it simply to turn to a clear set
of principles that govern the tradition and argue deductively from
them. The principles of a tradition cannot be found without interpreta-
tion of the normative sources, and these have been subject to a history of
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interpretation, including a history of their social embodiment. As a
result, those principles may have been reordered, some abandoned or
others added during its history, with consequences for their present
meaning and significance. Furthermore, no living tradition is mono-
lithic or unanimous. Some who pursue their inquiries within a given
tradition may well be critical of some aspects of its main trajectory.
Their rejection of part of the tradition – a certain set of practices, say,
that places them arbitrarily in an inferior position – may extend as far as
constituting a separate strand of the tradition embodied in a more or
less distinct community.28

Thus for me to make a case for a proposal within a tradition, I will have
to give an account of how the inquiry about the matter under discussion
has gone thus far. My account can then be extended in the direction I hope
to take the tradition as a further stage of its development. My proposal
may be highly critical of the present state of the tradition, perhaps invok-
ing some forgotten principle or interpretation from its past; or it may be
conservative, trying to maintain the status quo against what I regard as
unwarranted criticism; or it may be something in between.29 If my propo-
sal is presented successfully, other members of the tradition may come to
understand the tradition’s principles and texts in a new way, thus devel-
oping the tradition to a new stage. This development may at times be so
massive that the tradition of inquiry and the community embodying it
splits into two, with a new set of principles emerging to constitute a new
tradition as a rival to the old one. This is arguably the case with some of
the traditions of inquiry into the nature of justice that MacIntyre dis-
cusses in Whose Justice? Which Rationality? It seems evident, for example,
that some of the principles of modern liberalism have historical connec-
tions with parts of the Christian tradition.

What, then, of the charge of relativism and perspectivalism, with its
corollary rejection of the logical possibility of making superiority claims
by one tradition and its embodiment, religious or otherwise, over
another? Internal conflict may eventually become so great that the tradi-
tion reveals its inability to maintain its coherence. Or perhaps it does
quite the opposite, becoming sterile and rigid, so that members desert it
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for other, more lively traditions. In such cases, the tradition has shown its
inferiority vis-à-vis other surviving traditions. More usually, however, it
is through external conflict that a tradition of inquiry may rationally
justify its truth claims and way of life. The commitments which we
embody as members of traditioned communities are admittedly contin-
gent and positive in origin. We cannot, as we have seen, justify these com-
mitments by appeal to putatively universal axioms. But we can show that
our commitments do indeed correspond to reality by defending them
successfully against all challenges to that correspondence. To justify the
commitments of a particular tradition is thus to summon up and reply to
as many questions as possible that challenge them, both internal and
external. Evidently, many of the strongest challenges will come from
other traditions. If we wish to maintain that our commitments are indeed
true, then, we must listen to those traditions and engage in debate with
them. To say that our claim is true is to say, in effect, that any attempt to
falsify it can be rebutted successfully.

To deny the possibility of such conflict over truth on the basis of a nor-
mative theory would be, as we have seen, to “foist on the defenders of tra-
ditions some conception of truth other than that which is theirs” (WJWR
367). In spite of the incommensurability of the overall pattern of their
commitments and their ultimate goals, adherents of most traditions have
usually assumed that they share some standards and commitments with
other traditions; to a basic logic, for example, and often to more substan-
tive beliefs. These shared beliefs are sufficient for members of one tradi-
tion to recognize that their commitments and practices may logically
conflict with members of another tradition. After engaging in debate, one
party may come to understand that its belief or practice was mistaken.
And if that belief or practice functions as a key principle within their tra-
dition, the tradition has been shown to be inferior, at least by comparison
to the first tradition and with regard to the issue in question.

The vindication of a tradition’s truth claims can be described schemat-
ically as a dialectic (WJWR 354ff.). At the first stage, commitments are
held without much reflection. The tradition develops and is embodied in
a community, but with little or no self-awareness of its distinctiveness.
(Examples of traditions at this stage are by no means limited to isolated
tribal cultures; consider the heyday of the Enlightenment, or certain
forms of twentieth-century scientism.) In a second stage difficulties arise
enabling members to recognize that they belong to a tradition of inquiry
that is one among a number of such traditions. Internal developments

Church, World and the Christian Life120



may have led some members to have noticed inconsistencies or inadequa-
cies within the tradition, perhaps in its social embodiment or in authori-
tative interpretations of its normative texts. Contact with another
tradition may have prompted such observations, perhaps by posing hith-
erto unthought-of questions, or by the application of new criteria of ade-
quacy. The third stage determines the success or failure of the tradition. It
may be that its members succeed in showing that it can respond to the
internal and/or external challenges. It may do so by drawing upon its own
resources, or by drawing upon the resources of another tradition, suitably
modified so that they cohere with its own commitments, or both. Some
reinterpretation of its principles may be required but, to the extent that
those principles remain intact and are embodied in a coherent way of life,
the tradition has vindicated its commitments and has reached a stage of
maturity.

The ways in which one tradition can challenge the commitments of
another are numerous. They all, however, involve grappling with the
complexities of the history of inquiry that constitute that tradition’s
present form. Furthermore, the challenger cannot appeal solely to the
commitments of her own tradition. As we saw with regard to pluralism,
that would indeed be to apply one’s own norms and criteria upon another
without justification. Rather, the challenger must so engage with the
commitments of the rival tradition that her argument satisfies, at least in
part, the challenged tradition’s criteria of rationality. Thus it is not
enough, as almost everyone knows, for science to appeal to its own
working assumptions about reality in order simply to rule out religious
beliefs. Nor can religious traditions appeal to their own principles
without further ado to assert the limited significance of scientific claims.

This is not to suggest that two traditions might share enough to estab-
lish a third area of easily-agreed-upon common ground, so that they
could then step outside of their own traditions to judge more neutrally
between their rival claims. To step outside one or other of the competing
traditions would be to deprive oneself of sufficient standards for their
rational assessment. So any judgment as to the truth of claims to which
members of a tradition are committed can be made only according to the
principles of one tradition or another, or to principles they share. A
genuine challenge could take the form of trying to show how one of the
doctrines or practices of the rival tradition is inconsistent with its key
commitments. An example: one could appeal to scientific data to support
the idea that homosexuality is an innate disposition or, as one could say,
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“natural,” in a significant percentage of the population. One could then
appeal to Roman Catholicism’s apparent commitment to natural law to
argue that its beliefs in that area are incoherent. A somewhat similar kind
of challenge would be to appeal to evidence that two rival traditions
accept and which indicates that a doctrine or practice of one of them
cannot be justified. An obvious example here is the challenge by Western
science to the practice of reading Genesis as a scientific document.
Another challenge might try to show that, although a community pays
lip-service to a doctrine, in fact it consistently teaches and practices pat-
terns of life that contradict the doctrine. This is, of course, a particularly
important challenge for ecclesiology. It has also been made to non-reli-
gious traditions, for example Gunnar Myrdal’s classic analysis of the rela-
tion between liberal values and actual social practices in America.30

More radically, a challenge might try to show how a tradition has
insufficient resources, theoretical and practical, to explain or assimilate
certain significant aspects of reality. It may then go on to argue that its
own tradition is better able to deal with any commitments from the other
tradition that should be retained, and so provides a more comprehensive
and coherent explanation of reality and thus a more truthful way of life.
Classic examples of such radical challenges developed against religious
bodies, especially the church, can be found in the work of those herme-
neuts of suspicion, Marx, Nietzsche and Freud.

If the tradition, religious or otherwise, that is challenged in these and
other ways cannot respond successfully to such criticisms (and there is of
course a broad range of ways to do so), the tradition has failed. Its commit-
ments and their embodiment are shown to be untrue. And if the challeng-
ing tradition can show that it can deal, not only with the criticisms it
addressed to its rival, but also with all the challenges that the challenged
tradition can mount against the challenger’s own commitments, then it
has shown itself to be a superior tradition. The challenger has shown that
it was justified in asserting that its own commitments are true and that it
is more worthy of adherence than the failed tradition. Those commit-
ments from the defeated tradition that survive its demise may then be
found to be better understood if reset within the norms and principles of
the challenging tradition. In this way the first tradition is subsumed into
its rival. When this happens, or when members of a tradition desert a
sterile tradition for another, the rival tradition has been shown to be more
truthful and thus superior.
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Of course, two or more traditions may often exist for some time before
the superiority of one of them is demonstrated. Some traditions, indeed,
have little explanatory power or are more obviously incoherent, and so
die off relatively quickly. (Consider the various New Age religions, or,
some might say, Marxist-Leninism and Enlightenment liberalism.) But
many religious and non- or anti-religious traditions have proven them-
selves to be rich and flexible enough to persist for many centuries without
obviously demonstrating either their superiority or inferiority. Two
incompatible traditions may inhabit largely unrelated societies so that
their adherents do not come into contact with one another frequently
enough to make comparison possible or worthwhile, such as Christianity
and Confucianism in the Middle Ages. Alternatively, some traditions may
recognize that their commitments do not at this point really conflict with
one another if they are properly understood, as has been argued is the case
with Western science and some religious traditions.31Yet other traditions
may simply have given up trying to engage with one another, perhaps
because the debate became too violent (as frequently among religious tra-
ditions, or between capitalist and socialist economic traditions), or
because the debate became sterile and interminable, or because another
tradition engendered apathy or despair about issues of truth. On the view
proposed here, however, a tradition’s refusal to engage in debate, whether
on skeptical grounds or not, throws doubt on whether its adherents may
logically claim that their convictions are true.

According to this account, then, it is logically possible to argue for the
truth or falsity of traditionally warranted beliefs, and thus for the super-
iority or inferiority of particular traditions and their concrete identities,
without trying to find tradition-free principles by which to adjudicate
among them. A tradition is true insofar as it can respond satisfactorily to
internal and external challenges to its claims. Traditions are incommen-
surable in a sufficiently radical way that their commitments – in the case
of religions, to their conception of ultimate truth – cannot be translated
into another tradition without distortion or remainder. Yet they are by no
means absolutely incommensurable; the commitments of one tradition
may conflict with those of a rival tradition, and in such a way that one tra-
dition can be shown to be false (or less true) to members of both traditions.
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However, while there is no a priori reason to think that truthfulness
and superiority cannot be demonstrated, concretely it may take the rest
of time to do so. Nor is there any reason to think that superiority will
always be demonstrated to everyone’s satisfaction. This seems especially
to be the case with religious traditions. Thus the superiority of a tradi-
tion is not necessarily demonstrated by the mass conversion to it by the
members of another tradition. Many factors other than truthfulness are
involved in making a tradition popular. It seems unlikely, for example,
that the success of Christianity over paganism at the time of Constantine
rested entirely upon the cogency of the arguments put forward by the
Church Fathers or the truthfulness or rightness of the Christian way of
life. A tradition may be popular, or at least keep going, for all the wrong
reasons, including blatant incoherence. Its adherents may be willing to
admit, if pushed, that their commitments provide them with a consol-
ing yet ultimately unreal view of things, one that is convenient for them
because it makes few demands upon their time and freedom of choice. In
contrast, a tradition may be true, yet have few adherents. This may be
explainable on the tradition’s own terms, perhaps by a doctrine about
the demanding nature of its way of life, or by a doctrine about election or
grace.

Truth and superiority should not, then, be measured primarily by the
number of a tradition’s adherents, nor by its growth or decline, but pri-
marily by two quite different criteria. First, a religious or non-religious
tradition can be judged by its ability to demonstrate satisfactorily the
internal consistency among its originating events, its normative texts and
the history of their interpretation, and its concrete identity. The criterion
of internal coherence need not be demonstrated by means of an epic
system. The Christian tradition, for one, has reasons coherent with its
central beliefs as to why it cannot be adequately mapped out in terms of a
single systematic principle. Second, a tradition can be judged by its
explanatory power, by its ability to respond to all challenges to its concep-
tion of reality and its concrete response to it. If any tradition, religious or
not, can do both these things satisfactorily, then it can reasonably claim to
be true. And if it can do so demonstrably better than rival traditions, then
it can reasonably claim to be superior to them.

MacIntyre’s traditioned notion of truth and argument just outlined
may be somewhat disappointing to some. We have been taught by moder-
nity to associate truth with epic qualities such as certainty, knock-down
proofs, and timelessness. He offers a much more conflictual, historical
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and contextual view of how we inquire into and arrive at truth and how
we decide between rival claims and the traditions within which they
arise. I have tried to show that his view is more coherent and reasonable
than the modern view of truth, while it evidently coheres well with a
theodramatic horizon.

The theory of traditioned inquiry suggests a way of moving beyond
the difficulties of the postmodern horizon with regard to our responsibil-
ity to act. Unlike both the modern and the postmodern views, this theory
encourages, indeed requires, our debating partners to be truly other,
really different from ourselves, for without such difference our debate
cannot be genuine and truth cannot be pursued. Debate and the pursuit
of true knowledge and truthful practice are dependent upon the premise
that it is logically possible for the other – whether a member of one’s own
tradition or of another tradition – to embody a relation to reality that
reflects convictions that are genuinely different from our own without
being radically incommensurate with them. We must engage with these
convictions and their embodiment when they conflict with ours, because
they may be superior. Difference and truth are thus mutually dependent;
one cannot have one without the other. If we say with the humanist-plu-
ralists that the other is not truly different, because her convictions must
give way to mine or because they merely mask an underlying identity or
shared goal, then we cannot truly debate. As a consequence, we cannot
demonstrate the truthfulness of our tradition and its embodiment. If,
however, we say with the postmoderns that all traditions and systems are
necessarily untrue or mere exercises in domination, then we all are the
same in our futility. We cannot be really different from others; our rejec-
tion of all constructions occludes the otherness of those who are in fact
different from us. As a consequence, our activity cannot be responsive to
their differences, for we do not permit them any means to challenge our
convictions about who they are.

Certainly MacIntyre’s theory does not prevent the collapse of the quest
for truth into a quest for domination. The theory does not deny the reality
of sin; nor is it proposed as a methodology by which all inquiry would
become liberating and just. I have proposed it here as a suitable means by
which the church can make sense of itself and its tasks (and its failures) to
others within the present ecclesiological context. Many people believe
that the Christian tradition and its central commitments have not as
yet been falsified by any rival tradition. Christians have no compelling
reason for not continuing to think that their tradition of inquiry and its
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embodiment in the church still offers the best way of drawing closer to
the truth. For Christians to abandon their commitments and their tasks
of witness and discipleship would be irrational. To give up their orienta-
tion to Jesus Christ as the ultimate truth and goal would be a false humil-
ity.32 Furthermore, it would be a failure of its responsibility both to act,
and to act for the other, within society. On the view I have outlined, it
would follow that any society that aims towards truth and right must
encourage debate among the plurality of traditions within and outside it,
and then reform, abandon or develop beliefs, social practices and institu-
tions that embody the results of that debate. MacIntyre’s theory indicates
that there is a logical parity among all as-yet-unfalsified traditions such
that all of them qualify as participants in the debate. Religions are among
such traditions. So it would be irresponsible of Christians not to bring
their commitments with them as they debate with others about issues,
such as morality, economics and politics, that affect society’s shape and
direction. And it would be irrational for others not to listen to the
church’s proposals and challenges, just as the church should listen to
theirs.

It is doubtful that there is any sphere of social life where religious tra-
ditions do not have something to say. At the very least a Christian econo-
mist, for example, will want to ensure that his proposals conform to
Christian norms and criteria, and do not inhibit Christians in their
witness and discipleship. The non-Christian economist will likely have
goals and norms that may well be somewhat distinct from Christian ones.
It may be, then, that the proposals of the two economists may conflict. It
would be irrational and irresponsible for the non-Christian economist to
deny any role to Christian considerations in the thinking of his interlocu-
tor, as it would be for the Christian economist to deny any role to, say,
liberal or socialist considerations in the other. Christian elements in one’s
theory are not private options; they reflect one’s commitment to a tradi-
tion of inquiry that is as public as the liberal or socialist traditions are. No
one can ignore or dismiss any rival tradition’s claims without undermin-
ing the truthfulness of her own. The more she does so, the more her own
convictions become merely private, irrelevant opinions.

It needs to be said that the proposals I have made here are part of a
Christian response to a set of specific challenges arising from within a par-
ticular context. Moreover, I have appropriated a philosophical argument
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that is itself more than likely developed within a Christian perspective, or
certainly within a culture influenced by Christianity. The proposal is
therefore not meant as an epic account, as if it were adequate for all times
and places. Its formulation here is driven by my agenda, namely to aid
practical-prophetic ecclesiology in its task of reflecting upon the witness
and pastoral care of the church as this is embodied in its concrete identity.
It may well be, then, that members of other religious bodies, especially
those located more in non-Western cultures, may find it better to develop
their own, rather different understanding of these issues. No matter; I am
not attempting a normative, cross-traditional account here. The theory is
meant as a first step in getting debate going among these religious bodies.
(But even in this concern I may prove to be too agenda-bound. For
members of one particular religious body may have reasons why they
should not, in fact, engage in debate with other religious bodies. They
may have a different view of truth, one as yet unfalsified, that does not
require debate. This does seem unlikely though.)

MacIntyre’s focus on moral traditions enables him to talk rather more
easily than theologians can or should about superiority claims, given the
church’s history. His theory places the church’s witness on the same
logical level with the claims of all other unfalsified traditions, religious
and non-religious, and their respective embodiments. Of the church and
of them we can say, for non-theological as well as for theological reasons:
All unfalsified traditions can reasonably claim to have access to truth of
some kind; their goals will determine what kind. Many traditions, both
religious and non- or anti-religious, believe that they are uniquely ori-
ented towards humanity’s ultimate goal and norm. Again, until such a
tradition is falsified or subsumed within another, such beliefs are reason-
able. Their orientation is embodied in their concrete identities, in the
beliefs, practices and valuations which, they believe, reflect their goal
more truthfully than any other body. It follows, then, that no single tradi-
tion or religion can possess the truth in epic form, for none has as yet sub-
sumed all others into itself and so must still engage with them and learn
from them. And to make that assertion is already to claim a view on the
matter that is superior to those traditions or religions that think they do
possess the epic view, and so initiates debate with them.

The church’s concrete identity is, so Christians believe, closer to the
truth than any other. Integral to the church’s claim is its acknowledgment
of sinfulness and failure in all areas of human endeavor. The church
cannot say that its members are morally superior, nor perhaps do they
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have a greater chance to achieve salvation than others. Nor are they loved
any more by God than the members of any other religious or non-
religious group. They are, of course, loved by God, and in a special way,
too, since they are called to be Christians. But one can say that God loves
the atheist or the Hindu in a special, though different way, too. The
church is indeed different from all other religious bodies, as any embod-
ied tradition is from another. It believes it is a chosen people, a holy (con-
cretely, in the sense of “set apart”) nation, with a special relationship with
God – all because it is called to follow and witness explicitly to the ulti-
mate revealed truth, Jesus Christ. Because of its call, it can call itself the
People of God, the people who are devoted to the trinitarian God. It can
also say of itself that it is concretely the Body of Christ, for it is his Spirit
which makes possible any success in displaying Christ’s presence on earth
through its witness and discipleship.

MacIntyre sums up the traditioned nature of moral inquiry in an
epigram: “[T]he good life for man is the life spent in seeking for the good
life for man, and the virtues necessary for the seeking are those which will
enable us to understand what more and what else the good life for man
is.”33 Such a view is clearly congenial to the theodramatic idea of a life on
the way, a struggle with no clear conception of the goal. The Christian
version of that epigram could be: The life of discipleship is the life spent in
seeking for what constitutes good discipleship, and the virtues and graces necessary
for the seeking are those which will enable us to understand what more and what else
the life of discipleship is. One central task of the church is to be the locus and
product of that search. So we can define it in terms of its vocation as that
religious body whose concrete identity is structured by its quest to discern how its
response to its Lord should structure its concrete identity. The function of practi-
cal-prophetic ecclesiology is to aid the church in that quest.34

Some of the ways ecclesiology can perform this function are discussed
in chapter 7 below. But first, the next chapter must consider how another
Christian horizon, the inclusivist, bears upon modern ecclesiology.
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6

Inclusivist ecclesiology

The previous two chapters were devoted, first, to a critical analysis
of ecclesiological proposals generated within a pluralist horizon, and
then to a constructive response to issues raised by pluralists and postmod-
erns regarding debate between traditions, truth, and the responsibility
for the other. The present chapter discusses the same issues with regard to
the inclusivist horizon and its bearing upon ecclesiology. Towards the
end of the chapter, I conclude and summarize my case against the ade-
quacy of the modern ecclesiological method. The guiding questions here
are those that have accumulated over the course of the discussion as a
whole: Does an inclusivist horizon enable ecclesiology to help the
church’s witness and its pastoral care within the present ecclesiological
context? Specifically, can it help the church perform what I have argued is
one of its more significant tasks within the present context, namely to
promote genuine particularity among traditions of inquiry and their
embodiments? Can an inclusivist ecclesiology help the church act respon-
sibly for the other, for those who are different, even as it embodies its
quest for truth?

“Inclusivism” is a term that encompasses a fairly wide range of posi-
tions, as J. A. DiNoia notes in his book, The Diversity of Religions.1DiNoia’s
definition is broad enough to encompass both a minimal and a maximal
form of inclusivism. The maximal form is asserted by those who believe
that “all religious communities implicitly aim at the salvation that
the Christian community most adequately commends.” Non-Christian
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religious bodies may think and act as if their ultimate goals are distinc-
tively different from the church’s. However, their goals in fact orient them
to some degree towards Jesus Christ, and to the extent that they do, their
concrete identities may be truthful and their way of life lead to salvation.
A minimal version of inclusivism says little or nothing about the salvific
significance of non-Christian religions as such, but asserts “at least that
salvation is a present possibility for the members of other religious com-
munities.”2 It is evident that the Christological and philosophical pre-
suppositions of both forms of the inclusivist position enable its adherents
to maintain the traditional claims for the church far more easily than
within pluralism. All inclusivists, as we noted earlier, believe that Jesus
Christ alone is the savior of the world, that it is his grace which penetrates
all religions and cultures, whether or not they are aware of him. Inclusi-
vists would deny, furthermore, that this is simply a relative perspective.
Rather, their claims reflect the actual state of affairs, namely, that all truth
and all goodness come through Christ and his Spirit.

Of the two forms of inclusivism, it is the maximal kind that is of inter-
est here, for it generates a distinctive horizon within which to reflect
upon the church. Maximal inclusivism asserts that all that has been
touched by the truth and goodness of Christ is in some way embraced
within the church’s reality. There is therefore a connection at the ontolog-
ical level between the church and all that lies outside its visible boundar-
ies, both religious and non-religious. Henri de Lubac displays a Roman
Catholic version of this belief when he writes:3

Nothing authentically human, whatever its origin, can be alien to her

[i.e., the church catholic] . . . . To see in Catholicism one religion among

others, one system among others, even if it be added that it is the only

true religion, the only system that works, is to mistake its very nature,

or at least to stop at the threshold. Catholicism is religion itself. It is

the form that humanity must put on in order finally to be itself.

This maximal version of inclusivism thus becomes an epic framework for
understanding all aspects of the relations between God, world and
church. In identifying Christianity or, more narrowly, Roman Catholi-
cism, with authentic humanity, the horizon pushes theological reflection
in the direction of a Christian humanism. We can call this set of beliefs,
“ecclesiological inclusivism.” It is distinct from minimal inclusivism,
which need have little bearing upon ecclesiology. Those who maintain
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the latter – as I think Karl Barth did in his Church Dogmatics period4 – may
be optimistic about the universality of salvation and may acknowledge
the relation between Jesus Christ and all truth and goodness outside the
church in much the same way as within a theodramatic horizon. But they
do not attempt systematically to draw out the implications of these
beliefs as they discuss the church, which may be treated as more or less a
separate issue. Thus a theologian may be rather more inclusivist than
exclusivist or pluralist about salvation and truth, but if her inclusivism is
of a sufficiently minimal kind, it may be part of a theodramatic horizon
and ecclesiology, since her inclusivism has no determinative bearing
upon her understanding of the nature and function of the church.5

The discussion of inclusivism here is therefore confined to the maxi-
malist, ecclesiological form. Perhaps the most influential exponent of
ecclesiological inclusivism, and certainly one of the most profound, is
Karl Rahner. So I will take him as my primary interlocutor, looking also at
a couple of more recent theologians, Jean-Marie Tillard and Leonardo
Boff, when appropriate.6 Rahner’s theology can be viewed anywhere
between two extremes. At one end, his work can be read as a highly
systematic theology grounded upon a philosophical-theological onto-
logy and anthropology. At the other end, one can read his work as a series
of occasional reflections upon diverse topics that cannot without distor-
tion be forced into a system. There is some evidence that Rahner’s own
way of thinking, especially perhaps in his ecclesiology, moved from some-
where near the first reading to a position much closer to the second, as he
moved from a systematic, sacramental approach to a greater concern for
the concrete church and its task of witness.7 Indeed, he comes at times
quite close to the kind of occasionalist practical-prophetic ecclesiology I
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am advocating here.8 But while I think his work is more useful for con-
temporary theology if it is read less systematically, it is the more system-
atic Rahner that has been influential in ecclesiology. My thesis, anyway,
applies to both readings, for I will argue that his ecclesiology, whether it is
rigorously systematic or ad hoc and occasionalist, cannot be adequate to
the present ecclesiological context.

Rahner fully acknowledged that the Spirit of truth is active outside as
well as inside the church. At the same time, he always sought to maintain
the uniqueness and superiority of the church against “ecclesiological rela-
tivism,”9 and did so without turning to exclusivism. For him, the church
is distinct from all other communal bodies, secular or religious, for it is
“the way of salvation” (TI X, 31, his emphasis). Although it is sinful and
finite, the church’s orientation to Jesus Christ permits it to gain access to
the truth about the world. This truth, although theological and thus
never something conveyed by univocal propositions, is by no means
simply just another religious perspective. Rather, it is the basis for the
superiority of the church over all other religious bodies.10 In avoiding a
pluralistic perspectivalism, Rahner was following the teaching of his
strand of the Christian tradition of inquiry, which since the middle of the
nineteenth century has at various times warned against the dangers of
ecclesiological relativism.11

As I noted in chapter 2, Rahner’s ecclesiology is structured according to
a sacramental model, and thus makes use of the twofold construal. His
approach is grounded in his ontology, which is likewise bipartite. For
him, “being is of itself symbolic, because it necessarily ‘expresses’ itself”
(TI IV, 229). This ontological principle applies to “the basic structure of all
Christianity” (TI IV, 252) and thus to the being of the church as well. As
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Rahner argues in The Church and the Sacraments,12 the church is not only a
hierarchical, juridical organization, though it is certainly also that, but as
that organization, it is the “fundamental sacred sign or sacrament,” or
“the visible outward expression,” of grace (CS 23, 34). Hence the church is
not constituted by its human activity and institutions alone, but has a
structure similar to the Incarnation. For the church is the “grace of God in
the ‘flesh’ of an historical and tangible ecclesiastical embodiment” (CS 23)
and as such, it is the presence of Christ within the history of humanity
(CS 19).

The twofold, sacramental construal of the church is clearly in line with
Rahner’s ecclesiological agenda. Especially in his earlier work he was con-
cerned to develop a way of reflecting upon the church that was more gen-
uinely theological than that prevalent in Roman Catholicism at the time.
Like the Nouvelle Théologie group who influenced him, Rahner sought to
move beyond what they and he believed to be the one-sidedly juridical
and quasi-sociological ecclesiology of neo-Scholasticism. Theologians
working in the schools of the latter movement did not deny the theologi-
cal aspects of the church. But they focused so heavily upon the institu-
tional organization that it became difficult to discuss the constitutive
activity of the Spirit. This difficulty was aggravated, and in part caused, by
what Rahner and others saw as their too-rigid separation of nature and
supernature.13

Rahner was also increasingly concerned to effect a better understand-
ing of the relation between the church and the world. He thought it espe-
cially vital to bring the Roman church out of the defensive mentality it
had fallen into since the Modernist crisis.14 He combined an optimism
about non-Christian cultural realities with a level-headed recognition of
what he called the new diaspora situation of the church within modern
secularized societies.15 He believed that the dominance of Christianity
within its various social and cultural environments is in such decline that
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Christians will in the future find themselves to be a poor and insignificant
minority (TI X, 99). This need not be cause for alarm because non-Christ-
ian secular culture is impregnated by the grace of Christ and so is itself a
vehicle of the Spirit’s action. However, Rahner argued that the changed
context does bring to the fore the question of the salvation of non-Chris-
tians, who now quite obviously make up the vast majority of humankind.

In response, Rahner’s ecclesiology seeks to maintain three key princi-
ples: first, the traditional Christian doctrine that faith is necessary for sal-
vation, and second, that there is no salvation outside the church.
Together these two principles imply that faith is orientated necessarily
towards the church. But they must be reconciled with a third principle,
the doctrine of the universal salvific will (1 Tim. 2:4) strongly endorsed by
Vatican II, which implied the availability of salvation to countless non-
Christians. Rahner believed that these three principles indicate that
“somehow all men must be capable of being members of the church” and
thus there are “degrees of membership” (TI VI, 391). To show how this
could be so, Rahner developed his concept of the supernatural existential
along ecclesiological lines. The uncreated grace of God’s self-communica-
tion is always present unthematically in the consciousness of every
human being. Yet this transcendental offer of grace, God’s saving self-
offering, is not a natural attribute, but a truly gratuitous offer, “a unex-
acted, unmerited gift” beyond the gifts of creation (TI I, 310ff.). Thus
there is a “holy mystery” at the heart of all human knowing and willing.
All of our activity, religious or otherwise, is in some sense a response, for
or against, to this offer. As a consequence it is possible to say that accep-
tance of God’s offer occurs implicitly whenever “a person undertakes and
lives the duty of each day in the quiet sincerity of patience, in devotion to
his material duties and the demands made upon him by the persons
under his care” (TI VI, 23). Rahner does not stop here, though, since this
would imply a rather individualistic notion of salvation. According to
him, the People of God, the biblical model of the church reaffirmed by
Vatican II, “extends as far as humanity itself” (TI II, 83), for the presence
of God’s self-communication within the heart of all individuals creates “a
unity” among them.16 Rahner notes that the resulting “people” is not to
be confused with an invisible church of those who have made a decision
for God. For one thing, the people’s unity is manifested in a “histori-
cally verifiable way” (TI II, 84) by monogenism, by original sin, and, most
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generally, in “the one history of the human race” (CS 12). Not that this
means that it is possible to achieve salvation by means of a purely natural
morality. Salvation is always a gift, and our positive response to God’s self-
offer, even if only implicit, is made possible only by the grace of Christ.

The People of God is, however, only a partial expression of the human
acceptance of God’s salvific offer. It presses forward, so to speak, to its full
realization in the visible church. And so, because saving faith is so closely
linked with the visible church, one must say that all of the People of God,
whether they know it or not, and whether they are religious or not, are
necessarily orientated towards the visible church. Even when people are
members of non- or anti-Christian bodies, those who live well have an
implicit desire to become members of the final expression of God’s salvific
offer (votum Ecclesiae). If, however, they genuinely (i.e., existentially rather
than simply verbally or merely by their membership in other bodies)
reject the visible church, they deny their membership in the People of
God. And to deny one’s membership in the People of God is in effect to
reject one’s salvation, since it is the same as rejecting the transcendental
offer of Godself. In this way, then, Rahner can say that the membership in
church is, in the intentionality of the believer at least, necessary for salva-
tion (TI II, 83–88). But at the same time, those who do not reject their
membership in the People of God are in a real sense members, though in a
different degree, of the visible church through grace.

Rahner’s twofold construal thus postulates, on the one hand, a
primary reality, the People of God, which is a universal and largely
implicit ecclesial form constituted by all those, non-Christian or Chris-
tian, who have accepted the transcendental offer of God’s self-communi-
cation. On the other hand, there is the fuller expression of that reality,
the visible church which makes explicit that offer and its acceptance.
Rahner is clear that the order here is significant: the church is the expres-
sion of what is hidden and already present in the world, namely the
salvific grace of God. Thus the concrete church is based upon the “prior
reality” that is the People of God (CS 13), and this priority is both tempo-
ral and theological. He points out that this construal reverses Augustine’s
distinction between two kinds of Christians, both of whom are visibly
members of the church: those who are true Christians (in their hearts,
too: corde) and those who only go through the motions (only visibly:
corpore). By contrast, for Rahner all people of goodwill are truly Christian
in their heart and are therefore true members of the church, even if they
are only anonymously rather than visibly Christian (TI X, 19). The visible
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church, in consequence, is “the concrete historical manifestation, in the
dimension of a history that has acquired eschatological significance, and
in the social dimension, of precisely that salvation which is achieved
through the grace of God through the entire length and breadth of
humanity” (TI X, 14). Rahner stressed that his notion of the anonymous
Christian and his version of the model “People of God” was not meant to
solve all problems, let alone undermine the importance of missions and
preaching (TI VI, 397). It is likely that his theory was initially intended as
an effort in internal rather than external apologetics. He saw it as a suit-
able way for the believer to consider the matter so as to “keep him from
panic” about the salvific status of the many non-Christians he knows (TI
VI, 396). It had the advantage, too, of promoting the church’s new affir-
mation of modernity by stressing the fundamental unity of all human-
kind. The church now had a theoretical basis to support Vatican II’s call
to join with other religious and non-religious bodies in the various
humanizing projects of the modern world.

Rahner’s theory also appeared to many theologians to be a develop-
ment of the tradition into a very useful form of external apologetics. His
account of the church and its relation with the world is constructed from
a realized-eschatological perspective. It describes who we – graced
humanity as a whole – already secretly are in the light of our final redemp-
tion. Rahner contends that potentially, in the light of the goal to which
every human being tends, we are all members of the church triumphant,
whether or not we have any explicit connection with the concrete church.
His theoretical reformulation of this belief made it difficult for those
modern, agnostic Westerners who found his expressivist ontology con-
genial to ignore the gospel. If God is indeed closer than we are to our-
selves, as Rahner seemed (with Augustine) to be saying, the question of
God and the challenge of the church cannot be brushed aside as irrelevant
to human endeavor. Thus Rahner’s theory would be of major significance
for those Roman Catholics who wanted to counter the belief that society
had become so secularized that it could no longer find room for religious
matters in the public domain.

Nevertheless, I want to suggest that while Rahner’s systematic eccle-
siology might have been suitable for his particular ecclesiological
context, it is less than helpful or adequate for our own. The issues
addressed by his theory can be better dealt with in a theodramatic
horizon, and by a practical-prophetic form of ecclesiology. Moreover,
significant ecclesiological problems follow as a consequence of the
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expressivist ontology and the twofold construal. We begin with internal
apologetic issues, before turning later to problems with external apolo-
getics.

Used inclusively and systematically, the twofold construal sets up an
unnecessary dilemma. If one bifurcates the church in terms of an expres-
sivist ontology, then one is perforce faced with a question: Is the church’s
primary reality unique to it? If, in the interest, say, of maintaining the
church’s witness, we say “yes,” we fall into ecclesiological exclusivism. For
all who use the twofold construal, exclusivists, pluralists and inclusivists
alike, seem to agree that the primary reality must be salvifically signifi-
cant. So to say “yes” is to deny the salvific significance of other religious
bodies. Since most people no longer believe that exclusivism is a Chris-
tian possibility, they reply negatively to the question. But then we must
more or less universalize the primary reality. And for us to be able to do
that, it must be deep-spiritual enough to be a self-identical reality in spite
of the evident pluralities of the concrete.

In Rahner’s ecclesiologically inclusivist view, as we have seen, the
twofold construal unites the church at a prethematic and spiritual level
with what is not visibly or explicitly the church. The result is an epic
notion of the People of God, highly spiritualized and encompassing
everyone, for everyone has access to God’s transcendental self-offer in
grace. In spite of their membership in religious and non-religious bodies
with diverse concrete identities, all people of goodwill, Buddhists and
atheists, New Agers and Marxists, can be members of the People of God.
The concept of people at work here is obviously unusual, since the custo-
mary usage involves the possibility of distinguishing, however vaguely,
between one people and another. As a result of their members’ acceptance
of God’s self-offer, other religious and non-religious bodies besides the
church can be expressive of God’s salvific offer (TI V, 121). To the extent
that such bodies are good and right, Christ can be found therein, albeit to
a lesser degree than in the church.17 Both they and the church are consti-
tuted theologically, then, by the same thing: acceptance of God’s salvific
self-offer.

Again, this move is sufficiently reasonable on Christian grounds that it
may well be appropriate in some contexts, possibly including Rahner’s
own, to make it. But in proportion as this universalizing and spiritu-
alizing epic move is brought into ecclesiology as a system-structuring
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principle, it becomes harder to make the necessary dramatic counter-
moves towards particularity and concreteness. In privileging the univer-
sal aspect and treating it as the normative origin of any particular
realization, the realization, though certainly necessary, becomes less sig-
nificant. The result is that the spiritual and universal are privileged theo-
logically over the concrete and particular. One can stress how vital it is for
the deep-spiritual to be expressed in visible form. But this is an insuffi-
cient move for particularity if one goes on to say that partial realizations
can take concrete form in traditions as radically divergent as Buddhism
and socialism, or Confucianism and Gnosticism. The distinctiveness of
the concrete identities of the church’s and the other traditions’ embodi-
ments are thereby relegated to secondary consideration.

Rahner himself, as I have noted, maintains the material as well as the
formal distinctiveness of the church over against the world. He can do so,
in part, I think, because of his rather unsystematic approach. His sacra-
mental theology, for example, is a forceful theological description of the
uniqueness of those aspects of the church’s life. Yet he will also write
things like this:

However much a Christian and the church make individual

statements, however much there is an ecclesial institution, and

however much there are concrete sacraments, basically nevertheless a

Christian and the church do not say something which others are

against . . . [T]he “yes” or the “no” of genuine competition cannot

oppose the real essence of Christian existence, nor therefore of the

church . . . [A] Christian stands beyond all of the pluralistic confusion

and hopes that in this beyond an ultimate “yes” is hidden in everyone

who is of good will, a “yes” which cannot once again succumb to

opposing opinions.18

We understand the point Rahner is making. But while it may have been
possible for him in his own ecclesiological context to have achieved an
appropriately tensive balance between universality and particularity, and
between the spiritual and the concrete, it is unlikely that ecclesiological
inclusivism can do so now. Either the context has changed significantly
since Rahner’s day or, more likely, he misread the context and its trajec-
tory. The process of secularization and the loss of religious concern and
activity once forecasted have instead taken a turn towards a rampant reli-
giosity and perspectivalism. In many places the cultural environment has
not got to the point at which it so secularizes the average individual that
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she has to be persuaded of the relevance of religion. Rather, it is just as
likely that she will expend an appreciable amount of effort examining a
comparatively broad range of competing religious traditions before
selecting one.19 Furthermore, at the theoretical level, the notion of a
sharp contrast between theological and purely secular discourse has been
strongly challenged. Theological or anti-theological claims are implicit in
many supposedly neutral discourses and, as John Milbank has forcefully
argued, the secular itself is a construct, not simply a given neutral back-
ground upon which competing ideologies are built.20 The anti-theolo-
gies of the secular and the cultural pervasiveness of personal religious
experimentation challenge the church, for they explicitly or implicitly
deny its goal of glorying only in Christ crucified. If it is to perform its
tasks within the contemporary ecclesiological context, the church needs
to respond to such challenges by engaging in debate with their represen-
tative theoreticians and by fostering suitable counter-practices in its own
communities. To postulate an underlying harmony between Christianity
and the best forms of secular human endeavor is far too passive a
response.

The changed context thus makes it harder to retain the subtle balance
of Rahner’s position. The twofold construal so identifies church and other
bodies at their base that their particularities may now be understood as
simply variant realizations within their respective cultural fields of what
amounts to the same thing. The way is then opened up (though Rahner
himself would certainly never take it) for treating the particularity of the
church along pluralist lines, in largely cultural, sociological or psycholog-
ical terms. The church’s orientation to the truth of the world may indeed
differentiate it from other religious bodies, but its distinctive shape can
be explained as, for example, a social expression of a universal anthropo-
logical core. On such a view, the church displays the religious aspects of all
that is best in its cultural environment, and Christianity becomes the
religious ally of progressive Western humanism. The visible church and
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its message can then be understood, as Walter Kasper has noted in his crit-
icism of Rahner’s eschatology, as “ultimately no more than the mere
affirmation of what is, and what exists in principle, even without the
church.”21 Distinctive practices such as the sacraments are reconfigured
so as to reflect the church’s religious function within society. But they can
have no significance for life outside the visible church. For they are relig-
ious practices, unable to convey anything that is not already in existence or
(implicitly, at least) known.22

Again, this is not Rahner’s own position. Yet one can see how the way
he privileges the universal and spiritual lays him open to such a pluralis-
tic misreading of his work. The twofold construal makes it very difficult
to close off such a reading. Peter Hodgson’s critical comment, cited in
chapter 4, that inclusivism is an intellectually indefensible “halfway
house,” seems to be near the mark, if only with regard to ecclesiological
forms of inclusivism.23The force of Hodgson’s comment, and the cogency
of my suggestion that the systematic-ecclesiological kind of inclusivism
tends to undermine the significance of the concrete and the particular,
with deleterious consequences, can be seen if we look at some later theolo-
gians who use something like Rahner’s approach.

As with Rahner, the liberation theologian Leonardo Boff’s ecclesiolog-
ical inclusivism is built upon his theological anthropology. There are, he
says in his Church: Charism and Power, three stages by which religions arise.
The first is the stage of the homo religiosus, in which the individual is called
by the mystery of God at the heart of her being. The second stage is the
response she makes to this call. The final, explicitly religious stage, occurs
when the experience of mystery and its response is expressed in terms
which are appropriated by the religious person from what is available to
her in her culture.24 According to this scheme, then, the experience of
faith is a “reality that is more basic” than the church, one that lies at the
heart of “every human community” (ECG 24). The originating element of
the church is present among all people of goodwill and so we can say,
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expanding and spiritualizing the meaning of the word ‘church’ accord-
ingly, that “[n]o one is outside the church because there is no longer an
‘outside,’ because no one is outside the reality of God and the risen Christ”
(CCP 152).

Thus we have here again a twofold construal of the church along inclu-
sivist lines: a primary ecclesial reality that is universal, and its realization
in various forms, the best of which is the church. Boff is usually quite clear
in his witness to the church’s orientation to the trinitarian God in and
through Jesus Christ.25 But at times one becomes less sure of this, espe-
cially when he stresses the universalism of the liberationist agenda.
According to Boff, Vatican II contends that the universality of the church
is not “founded on the specific nature of the Christian faith.” Presumably
by this he means that the church is not founded upon the universal sig-
nificance of the particular person, Jesus of Nazareth. Rather it is founded
upon “the universality of the historical aspirations of our current world,
taken up and assumed by the church.”26Church and world thus share not
only a base, but a concrete goal, which is liberation or the establishment
of just and peaceful community. The church must therefore work to
strengthen “popular movements” as a “partner” of those who struggle
for justice (CCP 129). The best form of the church is a combination of its
“leaven” with the liberative praxis of those who are oppressed or who are
in solidarity with the oppressed. Hence the primary reality of the church
is best realized in the “authentic community” (ECG 6, 4) of the Basic
Ecclesial Communities among the underclasses, which are “the correct
expression of the church” (CCP 119).

While I do not find Boff’s interpretation of Vatican II to be the most
obvious or convincing one, it is evident (to me, anyway) that Boff’s main
concern is with the gospel, not with Marxism or an activism with a relig-
ious coating. “Liberation” is a concept in his hands which, while no doubt
influenced by Marxist analysis, is one that conforms to the Scriptural pre-
cepts that require the church to work for a just and peaceful society and to
privilege the poor and oppressed in all that it does. Yet it must be said that
Boff’s combination of universal goal (liberation) and universal base (by
way of the twofold construal) leaves the church very little of its own to
contribute. The way to the goal is liberative praxis, the norms for which
are universally known, especially by the poor and oppressed. What, then,
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can the church say of any significance about how to achieve liberation? Its
primary function seems to be to provide religious motivation for libera-
tive praxis, a motivation that might well be supplied by other religions or
humanist philosophies.27Unless it can claim to have a distinctive concep-
tion of that to which liberative activity is orientated, the church’s own
practices lose much of their significance. They, and so the church itself,
may be unique; but their uniqueness is not, finally, of much consequence.
The specific practices and beliefs by which the primary, universal ecclesial
core is realized in the visible church are of secondary importance com-
pared with the question of their conformity to the universal norm of lib-
eration. The construal thus seems to push Boff (against his express intent)
towards a position where the church is not a necessary part of the means
by which the goal is achieved.

One other example: the ecclesiology of Jean-Marie Tillard. Although
he is by no means unsympathetic to the agendas of both Rahner and Boff,
Tillard’s is more of a restorationist ecclesiology, one that seeks to recover a
neo-patristic and ecumenical way of being church. We noted earlier how
he begins with the model of “communion.” This is an analogical concept
that refers primarily to the inner-trinitarian communion of the three
divine persons and, secondarily, to its realization among us by means of
our liturgical participation in that divine communion. It is when we cele-
brate the Eucharist that “the church is fully itself,”28 and in a unique way
(CoC 256). The eucharistic liturgy, which is “the central act of the commu-
nity” (CoC 171), manifests “the profound being of the church of God” (CoC
169). Tillard then renders this twofold construal inclusive by remarking
that “in its real depth, ecclesial communion goes beyond visible koinonia.
. . . [T]here exist those who are saved but ignorant of the fact that they are.
And they belong to the communion of grace, which is for the Christian faith
the essential value” (CoC 34f.). Thus communion, the essential element of
the church, is shared by others of goodwill, indeed, by “[e]very upright
being who has his conscience open to others.” This is especially the case
with “all those who adore God,” for those who are “faithful to their relig-
ion or to their faith are spiritually united.” There exists, according to
Tillard, a “solidarity among believers,” so that, “on a profound plane” a
Muslim person at prayer and ourselves “become one” (CoC 35). Like Boff
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and Rahner, Tillard displays a laudable concern to avoid exclusivism. But
to do so, again, his model of communion functions not only as universal
basis but universal goal: “humanity is truly itself only in communion” (CoC
12). The goal is attainable through faith, but a faith that must be of a
generic kind, it seems, if the goal is to be a genuinely universal possibility.
Communion by a faithful attitude is thus achievable outside the church.

Tillard’s inclusivist move lays open his rich trinitarian ecclesiology to
expropriation by the pluralist religious sensibilities of our culture. The
twofold construal and his emphasis upon the universal concrete goal of
communion, taken together, render the concept of communion suffi-
ciently analogical that it can be applied to virtually any kind of gathering
in fellowship. Perhaps this is in some sense what should be said, for of
course all social good is made possible by God’s gracious presence. But by
bringing all forms of communion together, the particularly Christian
forms of it lose their distinctiveness. If communion is understood to be
available outside the church, among those who do not explicitly gather in
the name of Jesus Christ, to many people it may well be more obviously
realized elsewhere than at the Eucharist. The warm, fuzzy feelings that
indicate oneness are often much less evident at church than they are, say,
among a group of aficionados at Bayreuth, or among a group of academics
for whom baseball expresses something essential about the American
experience, when together they attend a game of peculiar subtlety.
Indeed, if true fellowship is the point of the church, can what one finds at
church on Sundays ever measure up to the kind of communion found
within a platoon on the front line in which each man is willing to sacrifice
himself for the others?

Moreover, Tillard’s inclusivist-ecclesiological move can promote the
distortion of the church’s concrete identity by privileging valuations and
criteria from non-Christian analogues. The gatherings of people at the
Eucharist become unhinged from their primary meaning as proleptic
participations in the Trinity. The congregations lose the clear sense of
work, service, and routine essential to liturgy, and their gatherings
become celebrations of fellowship manifested in feelings of warmth and
jollity. The point of coming together then becomes the gathering itself;
the celebration of the Eucharist turns into a celebration of the communi-
ty’s spirit. Some consequences of this are described in the entertainingly
exasperated book, Why Catholics Can’t Sing, by Thomas Day. He writes of
the narcissism of the Sunday gatherings in some Roman Catholic parishes
in the USA, pointing out how the hymns now popular (among church
leaders, at least) more frequently refer to the actions and feelings of the
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singing subject than to God. The music itself is like much bland popular
material (Day calls it “reformed folk”) rather than, as earlier, reflecting
somewhat more distinctively Christian styles.29

None of this distortion is, needless to say, intended by Tillard. But he
and Rahner and Boff do not close off such contextually prompted mis-
readings by sufficiently strong counter-moves towards particularity and
concreteness. The inclusivist use of the twofold construal, while it does
not surrender as much as the pluralist, is similar enough to the latter to
get easily confused with it. It seems to confirm what many people already
know: the church, in spite of its claims to the contrary, is really just one
among a plurality of religious bodies of roughly equal worth. When the
ultimate goal of both church and world is believed by both to be the same,
the assimilation of the church by the world becomes yet more troubling,
for it introduces a normative element. The primary criterion by which to
assess the church’s concrete identity is how well it promotes that univer-
sal humanistic goal, rather than the quality of its witness and disciple-
ship. The latter become the secondary, particular means to the primary,
universal end. The church is then understood to be a religious body that
realizes what may be realized by other symbolic embodiments, and so it
becomes finally dispensable. Without a complementary and system-wide
basis for emphasizing the importance of the church’s distinctiveness,
these three ecclesiologies fail to clarify sufficiently for the present context
the difference it makes to follow Jesus Christ. As a result, the expropria-
tion of what were originally quite Christian-specific means and goals by
the dominant cultural environment for its own use becomes all the easier.
The church’s witness is compromised, and the reasons for devoting one’s
life to Christian discipleship weakened.

Common to these otherwise fairly diverse ecclesiologies, then, is that
they each in their own way identify the good with what is universal. The
upshot in this context is that their work can too easily be read as if it iden-
tifies the particular with what is secondary. In their use of the twofold
construal, they privilege harmony and unity, or at least movement
towards it. The modern horizon seems to have been influential here (even
in Tillard in the area under discussion), as I suggested in chapter 2. And
their theological styles are evidently more epic than theodramatic. This is
particularly the case with Boff and Tillard, who present divergent system-
atic models of the universal basis and goal of all humanity and blueprints
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for the ideal community. It is less the case with Rahner, for his systematic
moves are always relativized by his stress upon the mystery that is our
ultimate goal. His belief that theology and the Christian life is finally
reductio in mysterium rather than a doctrinal system, together with his
increasingly unsystematic ecclesiological reflections, leaves plenty of
room for unanticipated turns in the plot. But he, like the other two, so
stresses harmony and identity in his ecclesiology that he also insuffi-
ciently resists the pluralist reduction of particularity to perspectivalism.

Having looked at some of the internal-apologetic consequences of
inclusivist ecclesiology, we now turn to external issues. An epic horizon is
evident in the inclusivist assertion of deep-spiritual identity not only
between the church and the world, but more generally among all relig-
ious and non-religious traditions of inquiry and their diverse concrete
identities. It is here that the twofold construal most evidently under-
mines the church’s responsibility to otherness. It does so by structuring
the Christian metanarrative so that it loses its dramatic qualities. In dis-
cussing the neo-Nietzschean postmoderns in the previous chapter, I
contended, in response to their rejection of all metanarratives, that
Christianity has no choice but to work within one. The belief that God is
active in creating, reconciling and redeeming the world requires us to
think of things in terms of a beginning, a middle and an end. We quarrel
over the details of the narrative, of course, and legitimately construe its
shape in a number of different ways. But the only alternative to some
version of it would seem to be to reduce our beliefs about the creative and
redemptive activity of God to a set of metaphors about something else,
something purely immanent or existential. Needless to say, to do that
would not be consistent with Paul’s rule. Furthermore, we cannot avoid
making our Christian metanarrative more or less totalizing. We believe
that the church is orientated towards the ultimate truth, towards the
person who is recapitulating all things in himself. Thus if our narrative is
true, as we claim, it must be capable of situating or absorbing all other
narratives.30 And to make that claim requires us, as I have argued, to
engage in debate with those who would challenge it.

Yet clearly some forms of totalizing discourse are more harmful than
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others. My thesis is that the theodramatic version of the Christian meta-
narrative permits us to bring the other within God’s overarching play
without harmful loss or occlusion of difference. The inclusivist-ecclesio-
logical theory, in contrast, depends upon a more epic construal of the
Christian narrative. As we have seen, it renders that narrative universally
normative by treating it as if the church, the humanistic projects of mod-
ernity, and every religious body, are all fundamentally in harmony. It is
true, of course, that the church has traditionally held that it knows and
orientates itself to the one true goal of all humanity, namely participation
in the trinitarian life of God in and through Jesus Christ. But it has not
until recently been asserted that other religious and non-religious bodies
in their spiritual depths implicitly do something much the same. Indeed,
as the notion of conversion makes clear, the contrary seems usually to
have been assumed. In becoming a Christian one radically reorientates
oneself and rejects (“dies to”) one’s previous form of existence. The more
recent claim for deep-spiritual harmony thus totalizes in a way that
occludes otherness far more than the traditional claim need do. Inclusi-
vist ecclesiology shares the modern view that genuine otherness cannot
be a genuine good, but must be either the product of sin or ignorance, or
else a temporary stage on the way towards the realization of the underly-
ing essential harmony among all humanity. Tension and conflict among
diverse traditions of inquiry and their respective embodiments are there-
fore to be overcome rather than used productively, for they undermine
rational, humane and ultimately Christian action.

This epic move is not useful for any significant Christian purposes,
especially in an ecclesiological context like the present. By denying
genuine plurality among concretely diverse traditions of inquiry, inclusi-
vist ecclesiology deprives the church of the possibility of engaging in
debate with others who are genuinely different. And this presents prob-
lems for the church’s witness, for it undermines its truth claims and the
possibility of demonstrating the superiority of its orientation. As I argued
in the previous chapter, it is not enough to present a theory that simply
shows the coherence and reasonableness of the way we see things. To
claim that one’s beliefs are true it is necessary to seek out and engage with
all those who would challenge them. Conflicting traditions are therefore
a necessity for truth-seeking. A systematic inclusivist ecclesiology asserts
on Christian and modern grounds that the church’s goals are identical
with those of humanity in general (recall the quotation from de Lubac, p.
130!). However, it fails to engage with the distinctive challenges of any
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particular tradition of inquiry except that of liberal modernism, to which
it seems to be in thrall. Inclusivist ecclesiology implies, moreover, that to
the extent that other religious or non-religious traditions disagree with
the church’s conclusions, they do not realize their true humanity. By not
explicitly addressing the particularity and the humanity of other tradi-
tions of inquiry, the church fails to respond to them. Their otherness is
occluded and, as a consequence, those traditions can readily and quite
rationally dismiss the church’s witness to its Lord.

Restricting the number of its debate partners to one is damaging not
only to the church’s witness, but also to its own quest for truth. The inclu-
sivist theory permits the Spirit of truth to be received through only one
form of external challenge. It is as if Christianity and liberal humanism
together already possess the answer, or the outlines of it anyway, so that
there is no need for the church to look any further in its quest for truthful
discipleship. Such an epic (and parochial) implication does nothing to
help Christian discipleship. We recall that a key concern of Rahner in
developing his inclusivist ecclesiology was to prevent panic among Chris-
tians regarding the fate of their non-Christian friends and relatives. In the
present cultural climate, “panic” about such matters is not a word that
comes to mind. Rather, the difficulties Christians face may have more to
do with the proposed solution. As many critics have noted, the inclusivist
theory seems to impose upon others a view of themselves which may not
be reconcilable with their own self-understanding.31 The theory thus
supports the prevalent notion that the church never listens to anyone but
itself; that it is imperialistic and hubristic; and that its claims are irra-
tional. As a consequence, it may appear to the disciple that he is faced with
a dilemma. Either he follows the church in rejecting or ignoring other-
ness, or he is so embarrassed by the church’s failed responsibility to other-
ness that he reinterprets its claims in a perspectivalist and relativist
fashion.

For the remainder of this chapter the scope of the discussion expands
beyond the inclusivist theory to consider the modern ecclesiological
method more generally. I can now complete and summarize my case
against its dominance and make some further theodramatic suggestions.

One suggestion is no doubt expected. I think it best to avoid using the
twofold construal in any kind of systematic way within ecclesiology. It
has a long history within the tradition, and it is evidently quite useful as a
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theologoumenon for certain issues. I suggested earlier that premodern
ecclesiology used it unsystematically and in a restricted way to deal with
one or two topics at a time; when they described our transformed exis-
tence as members of Christ’s body, for example. With the increasingly
systematic trend in modern ecclesiology and the newly arising concern
about the fate of non-Christians, it was natural to turn to the twofold con-
strual as a structuring principle. But, as I have tried to show, its use as a
systematic device within modern ecclesiology is difficult to make consis-
tent with the church’s task of fostering genuine plurality. The construal
not only undermines the church’s responsibility to otherness, it inhibits
its responsibility to act in ways that embody its witness to its Lord. One
key element of responsible Christian action is the acknowledgment of the
evident and not infrequent failure of the church to conform to the gospel.
By privileging the spiritual, the construal makes it difficult to address
that failure. This is despite the clear concern of at least one of the theolo-
gians whose work we have been examining. Rahner was one of the first
Roman Catholic theologians to call for theological reflection upon the
sinfulness of the church, and in doing so went considerably beyond the
delicate sentences of Vatican II.32 But he and others have been unable to
develop this area adequately, in part because of their blueprint approach.
Their attempts to present ideal and normative descriptions of the church
abstract from its day-to-day messiness. By privileging the deep-spiritual,
too, they seem unable to find room to discuss the sinfulness of the church
in an appropriately theological way, for that would involve turning their
full theological attention to the concrete. Material treatment of actual
ecclesial sin thus would seem to be outside the scope of ecclesiology
proper.

Generally, the treatment of ecclesial sin and error within a modern
ecclesiological approach, whether inclusivist or not, seems to be limited
to two related forms. One is a largely formal consideration of ecclesial sin
as a distortion of the realization of its primary reality. The other is the crit-
icism of the church that is implied by the blueprint description of its ideal
realization. As I argued in chapter 2, one who writes an ecclesiology does
so because he or she is concerned about some aspect of the church.
Implicit within the ecclesiological proposals of all three ecclesiologies we
have discussed here are judgments about the present state of the church
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and where and how it is sinful or confused. Ecclesial existence, however,
is far too conflictual and complex to be adequately analyzed by such indi-
rect means. I noted earlier how such an abstract approach in Tillard’s
work seems to be behind some odd judgments about the concrete church.
His almost exclusive emphasis upon unity, moreover, would seem to
leave little room for the kind of prophetic, sometimes divisive kind of
criticism that on occasion is a necessary part of discipleship. In Boff’s
work, too, a parallel issue surfaces. His discussion of Basic Ecclesial Com-
munities omits proper consideration of the fact that even the homogene-
ously oppressed never realize truly authentic communion this side of the
eschaton. The poor are also sinful and liable to division among them-
selves, whether or not they are oppressed; and those who are oppressed
also oppress.

Reform of the church is not best done by offering competing blue-
prints of the ideal primary reality and treating ecclesial sin as its distor-
tion. That approach deals too indirectly both with the church’s problems
as well as with the ecclesiological context. It leaves it up to someone else
to draw out the implications for the church’s concrete identity from the
normative vision. Not, indeed, that such visions are in fact normative,
since at best they can reflect only one of a number of legitimate construals
of the Christian thing. Which construal is most suitable is a judgment
made by the church with regard to its Scripture and the tradition of inter-
pretation, and with regard to the appropriate practical-prophetic consid-
erations. Accordingly, rather than the twofold construal and blueprint
method of modern ecclesiology, it would be better to take a practical-
prophetic approach. Ecclesiology helps the church perform its tasks by
discerning and discussing specific failures to witness truthfully and
specific sinfulness in its concrete identity. From there the church can turn
to consider changes in how it embodies its witness.

A second key element of responsible Christian action is, of course, for
the church to act in response to its Lord. That response, orientated as a
whole to a particular ultimate goal, needs to be distinctively Christian if it
is to be an effective form of witness. The twofold construal, however,
undermines the distinctiveness of the response by privileging universal-
ity and deep-spiritual identity. If the church shares the same base and
goal with other humanist bodies, it would be difficult for it to give good
reasons why it should not act in conformity with those bodies. And for the
individual disciple, it would be hard to see where being a Christian
should make any significant difference to one’s actions. Not that it is ever
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straightforward to describe exactly where the difference should lie,
whether for a disciple or for the church as a body, as Vincent MacNamara’s
analysis of twentieth-century Roman Catholic ethical arguments makes
clear.33 He argues that Christian distinctiveness cannot depend directly
upon following Scripture, nor upon a set of revealed Christian-specific
principles and precepts. But neither can the church “simply farm out or
subcontract morality to others and then re-invest it into faith.”34 Rather,
the distinctiveness of Christian action depends upon the distinctively
Christian education of church members. Living within the church for any
length of time should so educate a disciple’s desires that they become
more and more orientated towards his ultimate goal. By adopting the
social practices of the church, based indirectly upon Scripture and the tra-
dition of inquiry into its interpretation, the disciple acquires Christian
virtues and dispositions. He thereby gains a “whole sustaining and ena-
bling context” for the practical decisions of everyday life.35 It is the task of
practical-prophetic ecclesiology to help the church to function in this
educative way. Hence ecclesiology cannot restrict its attention to the
church’s universal deep-spiritual essence, but should turn its critical and
constructive attention to the church’s concrete identity.

The turn to the concrete will be more fruitful, I suggest, if we make a
further modification of ecclesiological method. The blueprint approach
has proved to be helpful in describing the eschatological church of the
saints who no longer can sin and whose lives together no longer need con-
tinual reformation. The eschatological church should continue to be the
subject of theological inquiry since the pilgrim church proleptically par-
ticipates in the eternal church and so an account of the latter bears upon
what we say about the former. But the two forms of the church are not the
same and cannot be treated in the same manner. An ecclesiological
method that is appropriate for describing the ideal, eternal church is not
broad enough to deal adequately with the church on earth. We must say
far more about the church in via than about the heavenly church, and say
it in a different and more complex way.

Hence my second proposal is that we shift from an epic to a theodra-
matic horizon in ecclesiology by making a sharper distinction, both
substantive and methodological, between ecclesiology for the church
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triumphant and ecclesiology for the pilgrim church. Integrating explicit
self-critical reflection into ecclesiology not only offers the possibility of
improving the church’s concrete identity, the theodramatic form of eccle-
siology can also be a good form of witness. As an ecclesial social practice, it
would embody the church’s belief that all people and institutions, itself
included, should humbly acknowledge their sinfulness, finitude and
dependence upon the grace and mercy of God. We witness to our depen-
dence upon the Other, upon God and his presence in others, by seeking
out and listening to those, within and outside the church, who challenge
the adequacy of our ecclesial action. When we need to, we contritely
abandon a practice, or modify it or engage in bricolage to develop a better
one. We offer arguments in support of those practices and beliefs we
think we should maintain in spite of challenges. By seeking out or antici-
pating such challenges rather than dragging our ecclesial feet over such
matters, we can take a little of the wind out of the sails of those who are
quick to denounce the faults of the church. Thereby we get the chance to
give our own account of why we have sinned and where we should make
amends, setting the terms of the debate rather than fighting endless rear-
guard defenses. In this way, too, the church helps its members by provid-
ing them with theological support for their decision to devote their lives
to Christian discipleship.

The distinction between the two forms of the church may also help
resolve the problem of the salvation of non-Christians without recon-
structing the dilemma of the twofold construal. We can follow Rahner
and the tradition generally in claiming that salvation requires at least an
orientation to the church; but we are not thereby obliged to understand
this as an orientation to the church on earth. The church’s concrete
uniqueness can be maintained without compromise if we interpret the
phrase extra ecclesia nulla salus as saying “outside the heavenly church, the
completed Body of Christ, there is no salvation.” In Rahner’s language, we
can say that an orientation to the church is indeed a necessary part of an
implicit acceptance of God’s universal salvific self-offer in grace. Such an
orientation should in certain circumstances (though not in all) lead to
membership in the visible church, although such circumstances are often
lacking so that many reject the church for one reason or another. In doing
so they really do not belong to that concrete body in any way at all.
However, the plot of the theodrama requires a wide range of traditions
and their embodiments in order that the quest for truth can be a genuine
quest, rather than merely the epic realization in history of something pre-
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existent or already known. Members of other traditions and their
embodiments have been given their own distinctive parts to play within
the theodrama. In pursuing and embodying their various goals, then,
they may be viewed by Christians as actively involved in furthering God’s
will. It is therefore by virtue of their very diversity, rather than a deep-
spiritual harmony, that they may be said to be orientated towards the
eschatological Kingdom.

Furthermore, it may be that the inclusivist-ecclesiological theory, like
the pluralist, is mistaken in assuming that there is a single form of salva-
tion for all humanity. The shape of the heavenly church cannot be
glimpsed from within the theodrama, for it is too far into the mystery
that is the triune God. It may therefore be possible, as some have argued
recently, to propose the theologoumenon of diverse “salvations.”36 We
noted in chapter 4 how each religious tradition seems to have its own dis-
tinctive goal and the means to it, and thus its own understanding of
human fulfillment. And if one takes the differences among these tradi-
tions of inquiry seriously, without perspectival reduction, it is difficult to
reconcile them with one another. Buddhist Nirvana and Christian trini-
tarian salvation, for example, appear to be incompatible goals. But within
a theodramatic horizon we can acknowledge that we do not know the
shape of the end. So it may be possible to say that some at least of the goals
towards which religious and non-religious bodies are working may be
fulfilled within the overarching trinitarian mystery. The Kingdom of
Heaven, the church triumphant, has many mansions, some of which may
look quite different from one another. Thus one could account for relig-
ious diversity by means of a theodramatic doctrine of providence.37

The humanist might worry that this denies any hope for unity among
the human race prior to the eschaton. Certainly, within a theodramatic
horizon unity cannot be the ultimate goal, and it can only be rejected if it
must come in the epic forms of a deep-spiritual harmony or a definable
universal project. Pre-eschatological unity is not lost, however, but relo-
cated away from ourselves into a center in God as the Director and
chief player of the one overarching theodrama. Unity may therefore be
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conceived in far broader terms than within the humanist horizon, for it
also encompasses the non-human creation in all its diversity. All creatures
may participate in the play; none is ignored or rejected by the Director. All
are called to play their own distinctive parts within a theodrama the suc-
cessful outcome of which is assured by the faithful and gracious activity of
the triune God, not by human activity alone. We are unified in our diverse
activities by our need for one another as debate partners, by our need for
genuine others who can challenge us and thereby help us to receive and
embody truth more adequately. We can come together to work on
common projects, though we may each do so for different reasons and
with different ultimate goals in mind. Evidently, we will carry on much as
we have in the past, often sinfully or ignorantly rejecting or occluding the
other at times. But action that is responsive to difference remains always a
possibility, the condition of which is the Spirit of truth that guides the
movement of the theodrama.

If the Christian metanarrative could be expanded along something
like these theodramatic lines, it might be possible to show how it can
situate all difference within itself without loss or occlusion of difference.
Thereby it would demonstrate its responsibility to otherness as well as to
action. And that would constitute the beginning of a rational and perhaps
effective Christian response to some of the challenges of the ecclesiologi-
cal context, especially the challenges of pluralism and neo-Nietzschean
postmodernism. The church could then reasonably begin to make its case
that the Christian tradition of inquiry is true and superior to those tradi-
tions. But it is likely that at some point the challenge would shift to focus
upon the embodiment of the Christian tradition in the concrete identity
of the church. How ecclesiology might anticipate and prepare for such a
challenge, and how it can use it to improve the church’s witness and disci-
pleship, is the topic of the next chapter.
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7

Practical-prophetic ecclesiology

In the foregoing chapters I have argued that ecclesiology can better
perform its function if it is set within a theodramatic rather than an epic-
modernist horizon. A theodramatic and traditioned understanding of
religion and truth prompts the church to engage with other traditions of
inquiry and their embodiments without domesticating their otherness. A
theodramatic horizon provides the church with a framework within
which it can develop self-critical responses to the various challenges and
opportunities of the present ecclesiological context. It enables the church
to argue forcefully that it is reasonable to witness to Jesus Christ as the
ultimate truth, and that it is possible to embody that witness in truth-
ful discipleship. Practical-prophetic ecclesiology assists the church in
reforming its concrete identity to accord with Paul’s rule, namely to glory
(only) in Jesus Christ.

This final chapter makes a few suggestions about how ecclesiology
might be expanded so as to draw upon the work of other disciplines, and
how it might develop from those disciplines new theological approaches
of its own. My suggestions are necessarily tentative and open-ended.
Within a theodramatic horizon (at least), one cannot construct in purely
theoretical terms a method guaranteed to produce successful concrete
results; one can only present some approaches that will prove useful or
not in the doing. There is no single right approach; other approaches may
be more appropriate than the ones proposed within other contexts and
particular denominations. My suggestions are related to my ecclesiologi-
cal agenda which includes, we recall, a concern to develop ecclesiology
into a social practice that reflects directly and theodramatically upon
what modern ecclesiology often renders secondary, namely the church’s
concrete, in via identity. Practical-prophetic ecclesiology focuses theologi-
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cal attention upon the church’s confused and sometimes sinful daily life
and engages with other traditions of inquiry and their embodiments.
This chapter discusses some of the ways in which ecclesiology may engage
with some of the more significant of those disciplines that bear upon the
concrete identity of the church, namely history, sociology and cultural
analysis or ethnography.

The relation between the social sciences and theology is currently
problematic. For some theologians, such as the pluralists (discussed in
chapter 4 above), it seems that certain of the social sciences are normative
for their own theological constructions. The practical theologians (noted
at the end of chapter 2) contend that theology and social science should be
on an equal footing. Other theologians, by contrast, view the social sci-
ences with considerably greater suspicion. Some fear that the introduc-
tion of sociological or other empirical perspectives into ecclesiology will
result in reductive, inadequately theological accounts of the church. And
the more radical argument has been made that modern secular sociology
is a form of inquiry based upon principles counter to those of Christian-
ity. Fundamentally incommensurate with theology, secular sociology has
nothing to add to a theological account at all; instead, the church should
develop its own, theological forms of social science.1 These varied and
often conflicting views of the function of the social sciences within theol-
ogy seem to be a product not only of different conceptions of theological
method, but also, in part at least, of somewhat different conceptions of
social scientific method, especially as it bears upon the analysis of religion
and religious bodies. The position taken here will be theodramatic and
informed by the traditioned notion of truth outlined in chapter 5. All
forms of social science are useful, perhaps even necessary, for ecclesiology,
including those thoroughly antagonistic to the church or to religious
bodies generally. However, since they examine religious bodies in a
variety of ways, they cannot be useful in quite the same way, and none of
them is ever normative. My case for this position starts by developing
some categories by which to distinguish among the range of ways in
which the social sciences and history (and, indeed, any form of inquiry)
approach religions and their embodiments.

In their helpful book, Religion Defined and Explained,2 Peter B. Clarke
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and Peter Byrne discuss the classic modern theories of religion proposed
by philosophers, sociologists, psychologists, and the like. Each theory
takes one of four stances with regard to religion: atheist, agnostic, relig-
ious and theological; it is this fourfold typology of stances which will be
adapted for the present discussion. The atheist stance is found in such
theories of religion as those of Feuerbach, Marx, Freud and Durkheim.
All of these take the view that the religions do not and cannot arise from a
transcendent source since, they believe, the transcendent does not exist.
The religions exist, however, and so a theory must be developed to
account for them. Atheist theories seek to explain religion and religious
bodies by redescribing them in terms that run directly counter to the
descriptions of the participants themselves. The religions are illusions,
fictive human constructions whose origins and development can be
explained in terms of entirely non-religious facts about society or the
individual. Religion is a human phenomenon the essence of which can be
defined in psychological, sociological, economic, or anthropological
terms. Thus every religion’s true nature and function can be explained by
radically recasting its members’ false transcendent claims. The polar
opposite of this perspective is the theological stance, in which a religion’s
claims about the transcendent, together with the categories used to make
those claims, and their embodiment in a distinctive way of life, are all
taken as normative. Clarke and Byrne give no examples of this type and
do not discuss it, but much of the present work evidently exemplifies the
theological stance.3Midway between these two extremes are the religious
and the agnostic stances. We met the religious stance when we discussed
the pluralist horizon in chapter 4 above. The religious theorist acknowl-
edges the reality of the transcendent, but reworks the claims of particular
religions so that they conform to a universal definition of religion.4 Like
the atheist, then, the religious theorist claims that an external view of
religion is better than the participant view, even where the two views
conflict. Clarke and Byrne devote most of their time to discussing the
religious and atheist stances, since their concern is to argue that the
fourth stance, the agnostic, is better than either of them. An agnostic
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stance is one that respects the participant’s language, but makes no
assumptions either way about the veracity of the claims. Unlike both the
atheist and the religious stances, agnostic description avoids reliance
upon a theory of religion, and makes little systematic use of the distinc-
tion between description and explanation. Instead, it attempts to accu-
mulate ever more detailed and accurate accounts of the various religions
and their histories, with the understanding that its generalizations and
conclusions must be continually revised in light of new results.

To be sure, these four stances cannot always be easily separated in prac-
tice. An agnostic stance may operate with humanist beliefs that bear upon
descriptions of religious matters. Moreover, it may assume that by brack-
eting out the question of the veracity of religious claims, it provides a
neutral account that is somehow more rigorous and scientific, just
because it is acceptable to those who inhabit a secular horizon. John
Milbank has argued forcefully that, on the contrary, the secular is as much
a cultural construct as any other, and it is one that is informed by theolog-
ical, and often anti-Christian, assumptions.5Nevertheless, if this overlap-
ping is borne in mind, the distinctions between each category are
sufficiently clear to be useful here. Each of these stances, including the
atheist, can play a distinct and significant role in the church’s self-
reflection. While atheist theories of religion result in distorted or incor-
rect descriptions of religious bodies, they should not be ignored or ruled
out as debating partners on that account alone, for they may formulate in
theoretical terms a more general cultural perception which needs to be
challenged by apologetic arguments. And it may be, too, that such theo-
ries offer helpful criticism of the church’s concrete identity. Perhaps the
church talks rather too frequently about the benefits of discipleship and
avoids dwelling upon its hardships. It thereby opens itself up to a Feuer-
bachian critique of religion as wish-fulfillment, or to a psychological
explanation of religion as a crutch for those whose personalities are not
strong enough to face reality. In response, the church may find it appro-
priate to develop better descriptions of discipleship and to promote more
effectively those practices which falsify the critique. With regard to the
religious stance, the arguments of chapters 4 and 5 above have suggested
that it is presently less than helpful to the church. Yet religious theorists
clearly reflect cultural prejudices that challenge religious bodies like
the church and need to be debated. And it is possible that in certain
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ecclesiological contexts the church might find it appropriate to stress the
similarities among religious bodies, and draw upon such theories to
develop its own ways of doing so.

With these four categories in hand, we can now turn to discuss the use
of some non-theological disciplines within ecclesiology and the develop-
ment of new theological forms, beginning with history. Needless to say,
historical analysis is essential to ecclesiology because the church’s con-
crete identity is historical. The church’s witness and discipleship are
undertaken within changing ecclesiological contexts and in response to
the ongoing movement of the theodrama. Moreover, every ecclesiology
relies upon a (usually implicit) construal of the church’s past for its con-
ception of the church’s present concrete identity and its future needs and
opportunities. Practical-prophetic ecclesiology attempts to narrate that
construal explicitly so that it may be assessed and debated. Within
modern theology, however, church history is usually regarded as a disci-
pline that operates according to different principles than systematic
ecclesiology proper. It is assumed that, while ecclesiology must take a
theological stance, church history must maintain an agnostic stance.6 In
order to preserve its credentials as a secular science, church history must
operate “on the assumption,” as John Macquarrie has put it, “that what-
ever events occur in the world can be accounted for in terms of other
events that also belong within the world.”7 In practice, this methodologi-
cal rule seems to permit other stances besides the agnostic; to take an
atheist or religious stance may be regarded as quite respectable when
writing histories of the church or other religious bodies. Classic among
the atheistic histories is Gibbons’ Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, but
the genre persists in various guises, including the neo-Nietzschean gene-
alogy, which often displays anti-metaphysical and anti-religious beliefs.8
An example of a religious-stance history is the unifying epic of religion by
Wilfred Cantwell Smith, which makes explicit the narrative construal of
world religious bodies of some pluralists.9
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Thus it seems that the only form of history ruled out by everyone,
including Christian historians and ecclesiologists, is the theological.
Wolfhart Pannenberg has raised this issue recently, pointing out that:
“In no other field has Christian theology given itself so unreservedly to a
purely secular understanding of reality, detached from any connection
with the reality of God, as in its handling of church history.”10 The
result, he says, is “fatal” not only for theology, but for the life of the
church. While the agnostic stance in church history is useful, even vital,
it cannot be adequate for theological inquiry because, of course, theol-
ogy operates with the conviction that Christian beliefs are true. Any
account of reality that adopts an agnostic framework must bracket out
the Director and key actor in the theodrama and consider the divine
agent as merely an idea that is partly constitutive of the church’s activ-
ities; hardly a neutral or adequate approach for ecclesiology. Pannenberg
again: “A Christian theology of history must find its basis and norm in
God’s acts by election, sending, and judgment, not in the continuity of
an earthly people or kingdom.”11 The church needs to be able to give an
account of its historical identity in terms of its relation to the triune
God, and thus from within a Christian horizon. Theologians already
make implicit judgments about where the Spirit has been active within
the church, and where the church has failed to respond to its call. Why
not, then, make those judgments explicit, and argue for them by devel-
oping a theological-historical narrative? There are two main objections
to doing so.12

The first objection concerns the church’s responsibility to the other.
Those who narrate the histories of any body, religious or otherwise, are
often the powerful or their intellectual representatives. If histories of
the church are written by its leadership, or by those who control the
leadership, or by those who serve the interests of the powerful within
the church or within its social environment, then those who are margi-
nalized within the church or those who challenge its leadership may not
be able to make known their conflicting construal of its history. As a
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result, all those who do not fit the dominant account are likely to find
themselves ignored, their difference occluded. This objection points to
what is, without doubt, a significant difficulty, but it is one that afflicts
any form of history, including the agnostic and, as I have argued, the
religious. The best histories attempt to guard against ideological distor-
tion by seeking out and responding to the construals of those who repre-
sent different interests, and clearly theological histories must do the
same. Indeed, within a theodramatic horizon, there is greater reason to
do so, for the purpose of theological histories is to further the church’s
quest for truthful witness and discipleship by seeking out the marginal-
ized within the church, by debating with those whose theological posi-
tion differs from one’s own and with those who propose historical
accounts developed within non-theological stances. Ironically, to deny a
place for such inquiry within ecclesiology is in effect to occlude Chris-
tian difference.

A second objection – or set of objections – to theological history applies
to a rather different discipline than that proposed here, to a theology of
history or a theology of church history rather than to theological history.
Among theologians who have considered the question,13 some have
expressed concern that histories which treat of the time of the church
cannot produce normative accounts. Thus Karl Rahner, for example, uses
the erstwhile common distinction between salvation history and profane
history in a way that parallels the twofold construal, arguing that while the
two histories are distinct, they are very difficult to tell apart except where
God has distinguished them for us in the Scriptural histories of Israel and
Jesus Christ.14 In profane history there are only hints and signs of salvation
history here and there that cannot be worked up into a full-fledged
account. Behind Rahner’s concern may be a worry that others such as Bal-
thasar have expressed, namely that theologies of history may be developed
in terms of categories alien to Scripture, like Hegel’s epic grand narrative.
Balthasar counters this by insisting, as does Rahner, that any theology of
history remain centered upon the particular person, Jesus Christ.15 The
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Protestant theologian, Wolfhart Pannenberg, is more sympathetic to the
idea of a theology of church history. In response to these concerns, he sug-
gests that a systematic theology of church history be constructed in terms
of a central biblical theme such as election, and with a twofold construal of
the church.16

The theological history proposed here is distinct from these systematic
and normative theologies of history. Theological-historical inquiry
within practical-prophetic ecclesiology describes and assesses the past
practices, beliefs and valuations of the church in light of Paul’s rule, in
order that the church may better pursue its ongoing quest for more truth-
ful discipleship and witness to its Lord and ultimate goal. Theological
history neither celebrates the church (or a particular group within it) as an
exemplary body or as a divinely given solution to the world’s social prob-
lems; nor does it take a neutral stance, if neutral means simply presenting
a series of events without judgment or as part of a humanist quest for
meaning. Ecclesiology cannot rely upon agnostic histories to perform
this function; it must do at least some of the work itself, for the questions
it must ask are not those that belong within agnostic history. Such ques-
tions reflect the church’s commitments and can therefore be addressed
adequately only within a fully theological stance.17 A theological history
may well include a theology of (church) history but, as with all generaliza-
tions or conclusions within a theodramatic horizon, that theology must
be continually reassessed in light of Scripture, tradition and develop-
ments in the ecclesiological context. (The theodramatic horizon is itself a
kind of theology of history, of course.) Although generalizations may be
possible, the primary concern is to focus attention upon the details of the
church’s concrete identity as it is produced by Christians through and
against the Spirit over time. Further developments in the plot will give
rise to further challenges and opportunities, and will require theologians
to rework their previous understandings of our ecclesial response to the
activity of God within history in light of new movements of the Spirit. All
interpretations remain open to challenge; indeed, that is their point.
Theological histories are written not in order to end inquiry, nor to struc-
ture all forthcoming inquiry, but to bring to light conflicting views and to
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stimulate debate. If ecclesiology fails to produce these histories, the
church’s concrete identity will be governed by unexamined construals of
its history, which are more likely to be controlled by unacknowledged
interests and assumptions.

One of the very few contemporary exercises in the genre of theologi-
cal history is Ephraim Radner’s The End of the Church.18 Radner’s pro-
found account of the history of the post-Reformation church – an
account too complex to do it justice in this brief summary – offers a
genuine alternative to agnostic accounts, which he terms “socio-histori-
cal analyses of Western Christendom’s evolution into ecclesial ‘diver-
sity’” (EC 6). Like the history of Israel in the Old Testament, and like the
kind of theological history proposed here, Radner’s history is “peniten-
tial,” for it must dwell upon the church’s rejection of its Lord, upon our
failures in witness and discipleship. It seeks, according to his definition,
to draw “into some kind of general coherence, bounded by what can be
known of God’s truth, the ecclesial phenomena of past, present and
future as they pertain to faithfulness and unfaithfulness, and examines
how this coherence reveals the humiliation of pride in the face of God’s
love and glory” (EC 8). By means of a figural exegesis of Israel and the
church’s concrete identity, Radner argues that although the church still
retains the form of Christ’s Body, the Spirit has abandoned the divided
church. He discerns the absence of the Spirit in our inability to under-
stand the Scriptures (EC 51ff.); in the hiddenness of true holiness (EC
132ff.); in our confusion over ordination and vocations; and above all, in
our failure to discern our sinfulness and our need to repent of our “con-
dition as a ‘denominated’ church” (EC 277).

Whether or not one agrees with Radner’s historical-pneumatological
thesis, his book represents a powerful challenge to the dominance of the
agnostic stance in church history. It is to be hoped that by making explicit
his theological judgments about the church’s sinfulness, and by support-
ing these with sophisticated analysis of its concrete identity, Radner’s
work will stimulate other historians to engage with his account. One
issue that can be raised here concerns the church’s responsibility to justice
and to otherness, in this case, to otherness within the church. While theo-
logical history is necessarily penitential, its primary concern, like that of
individual confessional practice, is with the present and the future as it
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makes possible more truthful witness and discipleship. It cannot forget
that there are real distinctions between: an individual disciple confessing
his sins; the church confessing its present communal sinfulness; and the
church acknowledging the sinfulness of a past form of its concrete iden-
tity. Like Israel in the Old Testament theological history, the contempo-
rary church is sufficiently self-identical that present members may
acknowledge and ask forgiveness for a sinful past identity for which they
had no personal or communal responsibility, such as the divisions that
occurred at the Reformation (or the earlier Schism). Such a practice joins
us to the church, for we adopt its past as constitutive of our present con-
crete identity and also witness in however slight a way to our Lord who
freely bears the sins of others. However, the difference between confess-
ing one’s own guilt and acknowledging the sinfulness of one’s commu-
nity, past or present, needs to be maintained as part of our witness to a
just God and to the seriousness of sin. It is not part of our witness to
confess to what we have not done. The church is not such a monolith that
all within it are responsible for all aspects of its sinful identity. Sinful
practices have been promoted by various groups within the church, some-
times to the injury of other members. To “confess” the church’s involve-
ment in colonialism, for example, is perverse, since many of its present
members may be descendants of those who had no means to challenge the
policies of those in power or who were among those oppressed by those
policies.19Apologies or confessions like this ring hollow and devalue true
penitential practices, turning them into therapeutic exercises or moral
self-congratulation rather than genuine prayers for mercy and forgive-
ness from our just and loving God.20

Theological histories may come in all shapes and sizes. Like Radner’s,
they may treat a broad segment of the church over centuries, or they may
focus upon a particular parish or congregation over a single generation.
They might take a particular theme, such as Radner’s divided church; or,
to note a few random examples, they might dwell on the church’s respon-
sibility to otherness, to the non-human environment, to its ministers or
to its children. Theological histories could focus upon the reception of
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Scripture, describing how interpretations of Scripture have shaped the
church’s concrete identity over time in particular regions or in the church
as a whole.21 Or they could follow the advice of John Milbank and con-
struct a “counter-history” that “tells the story of all history from the point
of view” of the emergence of the Christian community.22 In all its forms,
however, ecclesiological history needs to search out and debate with alter-
native accounts – including those developed within non-theological
stances and non-Christian horizons – if it is to be an effective aid in the
church’s quest for truth. This requirement can be illustrated by a question
that could be put to Radner’s thesis concerning the link between the
divided church and the absence of the Holy Spirit. David Martin’s more
agnostic stance (on this issue) permits him to question on socio-historical
grounds the connection between church unity and the presence of the
Spirit. He notes how spiritual renewals within the church are often
attended by divisiveness, and argues that the Spirit seems to be associated
more with “breakage of fellowship” than unity.23

A second discipline appropriate for practical-prophetic ecclesiology is
sociology. Sociological analysis of religious bodies has taken both the
atheist and the agnostic stances, and often its relation to theology is
difficult to clarify.24 Although both forms of inquiry are inadequate
for ecclesiology, neither can be ignored or dismissed as discourse
incommensurate with theology, even when they are founded upon anti-
Christian principles, as I argued earlier. Rather, they should be welcomed
as partners in debate who help the church in its quest for closer confor-
mity to its Lord. Sociology can offer some useful checks upon theological
claims, especially those made in areas subject to empirical verification.
For example, theologians, religious theorists and humanist agnostics

Church, World and the Christian Life164

21. See the article by Karlfried Froehlich, “Church History and the Bible,” in Mark S.
Burrows and Paul Rorem (eds.), Biblical Hermeneutics in Historical Perspective (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1991), pp. 1–15. Here Froehlich argues for “the need to reclaim church history as
a theological discipline” from the “imperialism of historical scholarship” (p. 3). The notion
of reception history was first developed programmatically by Gerhard Ebeling in an early
lecture of 1947, published later as “Church History Is the History of the Exposition of
Scripture” in The Word of God and Tradition: Historical Studies Interpreting the Divisions of
Christianity, trans. S. H. Hooke (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1968), pp. 11–31.
22. Milbank, Theology and Social Theory, p. 381.
23. David Martin, Reflections, p. 83. Martin also raises a theological question, noting that in
the New Testament the Spirit seems to be defined as “inherently divisive,” so that one shall
be taken and one shall be left; see p. 86. Radner’s thesis is sufficiently subtle to meet this
challenge.
24. For some idea of the range of views on their relation, see David Martin, John Orme
Mills and W. S. F. Pickering (eds.), Sociology and Theology: Alliance and Conflict (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1980.



sometimes claim that religion is necessary to human social well-being.25
The sociologist can challenge this by noting that although the spiritual
life of the Scandinavian countries is “singularly dormant,” they display
ample evidence of unified and flourishing communities.26And more con-
structively, both the agnostic and the atheist sociologist can provide data
for ecclesiological reflection by analyzing the relations between the
church and its social environment.

Yet while it may be that non-theological sociological analyses can be
very useful for the church, they cannot replace theological analysis, as an
example shows. Nancy Ammerman’s Congregation and Community is a fasci-
nating and informative sociological study of church life at the end of the
twentieth century in the USA.27 She and her associates analyze from an
agnostic stance the resources, the structures of authority and the cultural
patterns of twenty-three congregations or parishes located in diverse
“communities” (i.e., social environments) scattered across the nation.
Their research is concerned to discover how each congregation responds
to changes in its environment. The analyses are nicely detailed and may
well have significant implications for the church in the USA, offering, for
example, convincing evidence against one element of the secularization
thesis, namely the assumption that the rise of cities will inevitably lead to
a decline in church membership (CC 348ff., 353). Ammerman’s conclu-
sions present a stimulating challenge to the church as a whole as well as to
those particular congregations.

The limits of the agnostic stance taken in this study can be seen in the
influence of unsupported beliefs and principles upon its analyses. It dis-
plays, for example, what might be termed a civic-humanist concern for
the community-forming function of religion (CC 3, 367ff.). It uses the
metaphor of ecology to describe the competition among congregations as
they seek to serve the religious needs of Americans; apparently only the
fittest and most adaptable congregations survive (CC 346). Perhaps this is
not unreasonable, but it raises some obvious ecclesiological questions
which the study bypasses: What relation pertains, or should pertain,
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between the concern for survival and for strengthening the ties of the
larger society on the one hand, and the concern for following Paul’s rule to
glory only in the Cross of Jesus Christ, on the other? Is the notion of
“meeting religious needs” (which plays a significant role in the analysis
and its conclusions) theologically appropriate for assessing the church’s
performance of its task of schooling its discipleship? Are there some relig-
ious “needs” that should not be met by the church? What kind of construal
of the ecclesiological context warrants calling the congregation’s social
environment the “community”? Does the conclusion, that “theological
and other ideological factors” do not well explain how congregations
adapt to changes in their social environments (CC 343), suggest in itself
something for the church to consider?

To answer such questions would evidently be the task of a theological
rather than an agnostic sociology, for they bear upon matters that pertain
directly to the church’s witness and discipleship. It would be a mistake to
ask Ammerman to deal with such questions; she and her colleagues
rightly operate in this work as agnostics, whatever their religious convic-
tions may be. Agnostic sociology of this kind should indeed be appropri-
ated by ecclesiology, but it can be used only indirectly, since it requires
theological assessment and modification before it can become part of an
ecclesiological proposal. In contrast to the agnostic, thin-theoretical
approach, a theological form of social analysis describes and assesses the
church’s concrete identity in light of Scripture, the tradition of its inter-
pretation, and the ecclesiological context, with a view to practical
reforms. It will make use of non-theological analyses and construals of
the ecclesiological context as it does so, but will subject these to the same
criteria. Thus, for example, it cannot assume that congregations should
work for the flourishing of the social environment within which they are
situated, for the inquiry may conclude that they should challenge or even
reject their social environment through counter-practices and through
apologetic engagement with conflicting beliefs and practices. The
church’s survival in the midst of change is not the point of the inquiry; the
point is to discern the movement of the Spirit in our midst so as to
improve our witness and discipleship. The theologian therefore under-
takes her work in an engaged, even prayerful manner, rather than with
the disinterested objectivity or humanist agenda of the academic agnostic
sociologist.

A theological form of sociology is thus necessary if the difference
involved in being members of the church is not to be occluded. John
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Milbank is correct to call for a form of “Christian sociology,” as an analy-
sis that adopts the concerns and agenda of the church.28 But Milbank’s
claim that the church is a distinct society seems too strong. The church
may be a society in the minimal sense that it is a group of people who
share a distinctive goal, but the membership of the church live out much
of their lives within a society that is not Christian, as do many other relig-
ious bodies, and they are influenced by their society as least as much as
they influence their society as Christians. Theological sociology may
indeed prove useful within ecclesiology as a means to analyze these
mutual influences according to Christian principles, provided, again,
that it engages with other forms of inquiry. But it is difficult to see how
Christians share enough social practices and structures to constitute a
more or less independent society. Whether or not they ought ideally to do
so, in fact for most of their time most Christians live as members of non-
Christian societies.29 It may therefore be more useful for ecclesiology to
describe and assess the church using the tools of a discipline that attends
rather more to the details of the church’s concrete identity, and is less con-
cerned to generalize and compare (or contrast).30 The church’s identity is
constituted by a wide range of elements, all of which are on the move: by
the actions of the Holy Spirit; by the beliefs, valuations, feeling and expe-
riences of its members; by the relations between its members and both
the church collective and the non- or anti-Christian societies around
them; by social practices, rituals and institutions the church has devel-
oped in the course of its history; by the power structures, the financial
considerations, the external constraints and opportunities that the
church faces in diverse times and places; and so on. The functions of the
concrete church are likewise various. It is an institution dedicated to
handing on a set of beliefs (the “deposit of faith”) from one generation to
the next; it is also a moral guide and teacher and – something not quite
the same – a forum for moral inquiry; it is a community within which its
members are socialized, less or more successfully, into various forms of
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its distinctive way of life; it is a place where religious experience of one
kind or another is made possible; it is a force for peace and justice in the
world as well as a force for much less laudable things; it is a communal
experiment in following Jesus Christ which sometimes succeeds, at other
times fails; and so on.

My proposal is that practical-prophetic ecclesiology describe and
assess these elements in their detailed interrelations using the tools of a
third discipline besides history and sociology, namely ethnography or
cultural analysis. The idea that religions embody their distinctive orien-
tations and convictions in cultural forms has been discussed by George
Lindbeck in his book, The Nature of Doctrine.31We begin with his proposal,
which is that:

[A] religion can be viewed as a kind of cultural and/or linguistic

framework or medium that shapes the entirety of life and thought . . . .

[I]t is a communal phenomenon that shapes the subjectivities of

individuals . . . and just as a culture has both cognitive and behavioral

dimensions, so it is also in the case of a religious tradition. Its

doctrines, cosmic stories or myths, and ethical directives are integrally

related to the rituals it practices, the sentiments or experiences it

evokes, the actions it recommends and the institutional forms it

develops.

The suggestion, then, is that ecclesiology reflect upon the church’s con-
crete response to its Lord using the metaphor of culture.32The church, of
course, is not reducible to cultural terms. In fact, it is not a culture in the
modern sense at all; and only some aspects of it are describable in theolog-
ical-cultural terms. Thus “culture” cannot be a model of the church in the
way that “Body of Christ” or “Creatura Verbi” are; it cannot be mistaken for
a basic systematic principle or a description of the church’s primary
reality. It is simply a metaphor that permits some useful ways of
approaching the church’s production of webs of social practices, beliefs
and valuations. As such, it has about the same force as the metaphor of
“institution,” though it may prove to be considerably more useful. My
proposal is thus fairly simple: it is useful for ecclesiology to regard the in
via, concrete Body of Christ as if it were, in some significant respects,
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something like a culture, a culture that necessarily engages with other
religious and non-religious bodies similarly conceived as something like
cultures.

The cultural aspects of the church and other religious bodies have long
been analyzed by cultural anthropologists and ethnographers who take a
non-theological stance.33All three stances may be useful even where they
distort or are mistaken; but again, none of them is adequate for practical-
prophetic ecclesiology because they fail to ask the necessary theological
questions relating to the church’s tasks and its goal. Thus the church
needs to introduce its own, theological form of cultural analysis, which
we can call ecclesiological ethnography. To make this suggestion, though,
is to raise a host of issues, for the word “culture” is used in a variety of
ways, not all of which are suitable for theological appropriation. More-
over, Lindbeck’s own cultural-linguistic theory has come under some
heavy criticism. James Gustafson has argued that Lindbeck’s (and Stanley
Hauerwas’s) concern to maintain the distinctiveness of Christianity and
its “historic identity” has led them to succumb to “a sectarian tempta-
tion.”34 Significantly, Gustafson uses “sectarian” to refer not so much to a
splinter group within Christianity, as traditional usage has it, but to a
splinter group within society conceived as a whole.35 The danger in
thinking of the church as the cultural embodiment of the distinctively
Christian tradition of inquiry is that it separates the church from its social
environment. Lindbeck’s theological appropriation of cultural-anthropo-
logical categories protects the church’s (and other religious bodies’)
claims and their embodiment from the influence and criticism of other
stances and disciplines. As a result, Christianity becomes a closed and
rigid system, “isolated from the critical currents of the [larger] culture.”36
Were Christians to adopt Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic approach, they
would abandon their concern for truth in witness and discipleship,
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renege on their responsibility to the other, and retreat into a ghetto-like
existence. Other critics of Lindbeck’s theory have challenged his assump-
tion that one can delineate clear boundaries between the church and
other traditions of inquiry. They have also argued that he simplifies the
ambiguities of Christian existence and the complexities of the church’s
relation with the world, and overlooks otherness and conflict by asserting
too great a uniformity within each tradition of inquiry.37

Whether or not these criticisms are fairly made of Lindbeck and
Hauerwas,38 they do not apply to an ecclesiological ethnography devel-
oped within a theodramatic horizon and in terms of a traditioned under-
standing of truth. To repeat: truth is discerned through engagement with
those who are other than “we” are: with the Spirit, with those Christians
with whom we disagree; and with those outside the church. To be a disci-
ple and to witness to Jesus Christ requires one to practice engaged inquiry
and responsibility to the other. The church’s quest for truth is ongoing;
debate cannot be ended by epic accounts of the church or the world or
their relation. The pre-eschatological church needs the religious and non-
religious bodies of the world to be genuinely different from itself, and dif-
ferent from one another, in order for it to play its own role within the
theodrama and construct its concrete identity through ecclesial bricol-
age.39 But the boundaries between church and world are never clear. The
church is sinful and “worldly,” and the Spirit acts throughout creation; so
“church” and “world” may often be more prescriptive than descriptive
categories within a theodramatic horizon.

It seems likely that some of the concern about the use of the cultural
metaphor within theology is due to certain assumptions about what cul-
tures are. It is important to be clear on this issue since, as Kathryn Tanner
has pointed out, theological use of cultural studies has often hitherto
been rather intuitive and thus open to considerable misunderstanding.40
The following is a very brief account of the development of the modern
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concept of culture. According to Renato Rosaldo,41 the modern, anthro-
pological concept of culture arose in the period leading up to about 1920,
during which the job of the “Lone Ethnographer” was to go boldly into
“distant” lands to find and describe examples of pure culture. The
description was to be objective; with “detached impartiality” the observer
would gather “data” from the “utterances” of the “natives,” and then go
home to the metropolis with his collection of “primitive facts”42 in order
to write up a “definitive” account of that particular culture (CT 30ff.). The
assumption of this period was that cultures are primitive, homogeneous
entities. Internally consistent and thus without conflict, they remain vir-
tually unchanged throughout history. In their monumental timelessness
they reflect the earliest stages of humankind’s evolution. This “heroic”
period of ethnography gave way to a second, “classic” period, lasting,
according to Rosaldo, (with “mock precision,” CT 32) from 1921 to 1971,
during which Durkheim was especially influential. Retained from the
previous period was “a complicity with imperialism, a commitment to
objectivism and a belief in monumentalism” (CT 31). What distinguished
the work of this period from that of the previous one was an increased
concern to discover the patterns and structures of cultures, understood as
largely autonomous, internally consistent systems. The idea was to
analyze the bits and pieces of a culture so as to develop a consistent, scien-
tific view of the whole; from there a cross-cultural view would attempt to
build a general theory of culture. As a consequence of its theoretical
concern, the work of this period tended to ignore or rule out as irrelevant
whatever did not fit the cultural system. Thus, for example, individuals
were treated as if their behavior was wholly determined by the cultural
system within which they lived.

To adopt either of these modern understandings of culture as the
analogy for ecclesiological reflection would presumably require us to
describe the church as an instance of a pure culture, as a closed, internally
consistent system. To do so would be to place ecclesiology back within a
thoroughly epic horizon in which it seeks to describe the concrete church
tidily and undramatically as an internally coherent system of practices
and beliefs. Since the church is independent of other systems, there need
be no reference to the shifting ecclesiological context. And since it is a
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“monumental” and homogenous system, it would appear reasonable to
describe it by means of normative blueprints that apply to all times and
places. Normative claims for one’s blueprint would be encouraged by the
“impartial observer” status claimed by modern ethnographers and
adopted by modern ecclesiologists. The theologian might think that one
could reflect upon the church without preunderstanding, horizon or
agenda, so as to write the “definitive” description of the church as an inte-
grated system. This, of course, is but an extreme version of the modern
ecclesiological method I argued against in chapter 2 above.

It is likely, moreover, that this approach would eliminate any sense of
the struggle involved in the pilgrim church’s attempts to witness and care
for its discipleship within ever-shifting ecclesiological contexts. Such an
epic view would suggest too forcefully for theological safety that the
church’s center lies within itself, as a secure self-possession. Change in the
church’s patterns could be explained as a distortion of its true being,
either by inadequate socialization of its membership, or by pollution
from contact with another system. The only positive form of change could
be organic, whereby the internally consistent church developed into
fuller realizations of its essential being in accordance with its own princi-
ples. Contact with other systems could not be considered fruitful since
each system is a self-contained entity with its own principles and concep-
tion of rationality. The church would have no reason to consider others as
anything more than raw material for conversion. The church’s incom-
mensurability with regard to other religious and non-religious bodies
would protect its witness from external critique, but would also under-
mine the possibility of making genuine truth claims and engaging with
competing traditions. Gustafson-like criticisms would thus be reason-
ably made of a modern form of ecclesiological ethnography, for it would
be likely to treat the church as if it were a community of fideistic disciples,
a “sect” or an exclusivist religious body. Clearly such a concept of culture
has no place within a theodramatic horizon. While it is true that the
church draws upon a number of rules (the regula fidei) to regulate its life,
how these rules should be applied in concrete cases is always subject to
debate, the church being both the forum of that debate and its product.
The church’s concrete identity is never static; as the embodiment of a tra-
dition that is inherently conflictual it is constructed over time by way of
argument about bricolage and by experimentation and reform, as the
church engages with its various challengers, internal and external, and as
it is led by the Spirit towards the Father through the Son. Both as a human
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activity and as a body dependent upon trinitarian activity, it is far too
complex to be described by means of a systems-theoretical approach.

Moreover, if the modern concept of culture were applied to the church,
it would permit the church to be reductively redescribed according to the-
ories developed within atheist or religious stances. This is immediately
evident with the systems-theoretical approach. The analyst moves from
particular cultural systems, among which is the concrete church, to a
general theory of cultures. The church’s distinctive cultural patterns are
then explained in terms of general religio-social laws. The problem of
reductive redescription is less obvious, perhaps, but not on that account
less dangerous for ecclesiology, within more recent kinds of ethnography.
Clifford Geertz has noted how ethnography has become in recent years (in
part due to his influence), “not an experimental science in search of law,
but an interpretive one in search of meaning.”43 A culture is now viewed
not as a power, as if it were “something to which social events, behaviors,
institutions, or processes can be causally attributed.” Rather, it is a taken-
for-granted “context for meaningful thought and action and thus some-
thing which can be intelligibly – that is, thickly, described.”44While this
interpretive concept of culture may be more amenable for ecclesiological
purposes, it is often located within a horizon that conflicts in part with
Christianity, namely a humanistic metanarrative. Cultures, on this view,
are the product of the universal human quest for meaning; they are par-
ticular answers to the questions we face in all societies. The point of
describing cultures is not to evaluate them, since one could do so only
according to one’s own cultural criteria, which would be an ethnocentric
error. Rather, the function of cultural analysis is to further a larger
“humanistic project of social criticism.”45 By getting to know other cul-
tures we learn alternative ways of dealing with issues that we also face,
thereby gaining some critical leverage upon our own culture and ena-
bling us to develop a freer and more rational society. Something like this
has been the approach of a number of theologians, especially among the
pluralists, as we have seen.46 But seen from within a theodramatic
horizon, the humanist project would distort the point of cultural analysis
within ecclesiology. It is not the primary task of the church to contribute
to the development of rational and free society, even though that may be a
very significant secondary concern. The church knows that it cannot heal
itself or save its social environment; it can only try as best it can to play its
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part within the theodrama. Ecclesiological ethnography within a theo-
dramatic horizon must be critical, carefully assessing our ecclesial culture
and the cultural patterns of other traditions of inquiry in an effort to
render the church’s witness and discipleship more truthful. Such critical
theological evaluation draws not upon some general notion of rationality
but upon our orientation in the Holy Spirit to Jesus Christ crucified, in
and through whom we receive meaning and truth. Otherwise there is
little point in engaging with other cultural patterns or in describing our
own.

Concern about using a modern concept of culture within ecclesiology
is thus quite reasonable. However, many elements of the modern concept
have come under sustained attack in recent years from postmodern eth-
nographic theorists, who retain the interpretive aspect of cultural analy-
sis but reject the humanist metanarratives. It is from this more
postmodern concept that a theodramatic concept of culture can be devel-
oped to apply to the church. Contemporary postmodern ethnography (of
the kind useful to ecclesiology, at any rate)47 has abandoned the earlier
view of culture as a timeless, self-sufficient entity. As Rosaldo notes, “[i]n
the postcolonialist world, the notion of an authentic culture as an auton-
omous internally coherent universe no longer seems tenable” (CT 217).
Cultures are not static things; they evolve, and their evolution cannot be
explained simply as an organic development, as an independent unfold-
ing or expression of an essential core. Cultural changes occur as a result of
internal conflict and by engagement with surrounding cultures. Cultural
boundaries, though, are never clear; cultures overlap one another,
sharing many elements, so that many people may be at home in more
than one. Cultural identity is thus not “essential”, the product of some
core principle or belief that sharply defines the shape of a particular way
of life. Rather, to use James Clifford’s term, it is “conjunctural” (PC 11), the
product of engagement and bricolage. This is not to say that a culture
cannot have a distinctive identity, only that its “sense of difference or dis-
tinctiveness can never be located solely in the continuity of a culture or
tradition.” Since conflict and dissonance, both internal and external, are
inherent in any cultural tradition, “[a]nalysts no longer seek out harmony
and consensus to the exclusion of difference and inconsistency” (CT 28).
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Hence, as Geertz notes, “coherence cannot be the major test of validity for
a cultural description.”48

This postmodern concept of cultural identity as “a hybrid, relational
affair, something that lives between as much as within cultures,”49 is
clearly far more amenable to appropriation within a theodramatic
horizon than the modern concept. The church’s cultural products are con-
structed in engagement with the other: with those others who lived
earlier in the tradition; with other Christians who may not agree with me
or with the authorities as to what it means to follow Jesus Christ; with
other traditions of inquiry and their members; and with the condition of
the possibility for all such engagement to be fruitful, the Holy Other.
Ecclesial cultural identity is constructed as a struggle, not to preserve
some essential identity, but to construct and reconstruct that identity in
light of an orientation to what it alone seeks, the truth revealed in the
person and work of Jesus Christ. That identity is constructed by experi-
mentation, by bricolage and by retrieval of earlier forms. Conflict, error
and sin are inherent aspects of the concrete church, and so self-criticism is
a necessary element in its further construction. The prophetic and practi-
cal function of a theodramatic ecclesiological ethnography is thus, as
Kathryn Tanner notes of postmodern ethnography generally, to open up
our constructed identity to ongoing reassessment. One vital way it per-
forms this self-critical function is “by uncovering and giving sense to the
internal contestations of a culture, by disputing the homogeneity and
consistency of a culture, by resisting the temptation to assume unified
cultural totalities.”50

It is evident, too, that this postmodern view of culture supports the
theodramatic critique of the correlation method. The church cannot be
correlated with “the” culture, for neither church nor world can be
reduced to clearly defined positions. The modern view of culture as more
or less isomorphic with society is not only misleading, it undermines our
responsibility to otherness. To develop a normative description of puta-
tively society-wide cultural patterns is to abstract from the cultural diver-
sity concretely present within that society; it is to gloss over those who,
either as individuals or as members of less powerful or noted cultural
groups, do not share the same cultural norms as “we” do or who are mar-
ginalized by that society. “Our” culture, so described, is likely to be the
universalization of a particular group within society; such a move lends
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itself to ideological distortion. To make this point, however, is not to rule
out correlation as such, but to suggest that it is better done in very piece-
meal, ad hoc fashion. If we say, for example, that the project of Schleier-
macher is an exercise in correlation theology, it is not unreasonable to
describe it as an effort to translate Christianity into categories that helped
to make it make sense for the “cultured despisers” of his time. That is, he
construed Christianity in such a way that, while less than adequate (in
view of his doctrine of the Trinity, for example), he enabled a small and
rather self-important group within his society to overcome their cultu-
rally induced errors and inhibitions and take Christianity seriously.51
Thereby he opened up the possibility that one or two of them might be
converted; they might find the orientation embodied in the church to be
superior to their despising culture, and so transfer their allegiance. If they
did so, they would find it necessary to translate and redescribe back in the
other direction, to absorb the despising culture into the categories and
framework provided by the church.52 One could do the same thing for
other groups, especially for those who are less powerful. That project,
however, is quite different from another reading of Schleiermacher’s
work, namely as the model of a theological method whereby one corre-
lates a set of non-theological, universal (or at least society-wide) norms
and principles with a single, normative account of Christianity. For those
living within postmodern and theodramatic horizons such a move
appears naive at best.

Contemporary postmodern ethnography has largely abandoned the
earlier notion of an “impartial observer” whose description of a culture is
understood to be definitive because it is objective and unprejudiced. To
describe a culture requires imagination, both in trying to understand it
and in trying to portray it. As James Clifford remarks, “the imposition of
coherence on an unruly textual process is now inescapably a matter of
strategic choice” (PC 54). And as a “positioned subject” (CT 207), the inter-
preter’s imagination is itself culturally informed. Ethnography therefore
now privileges the voices of the insiders, of those who are at home in the
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51. The issue, of course, is whether Schleiermacher distorted Christianity by mediating it to
its cultured despisers. One might argue that in his On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured
Despisers (New York: Harper and Row, 1958), Schleiermacher adopted more of a religious
stance than the theological one more in evidence in his later The Christian Faith (Edinburgh:
T&T Clark, 1976).
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culture. But even among insiders there may be a wide range of perspec-
tives on cultural identity. Some participants may have higher status than
others; some may live more on the “cultural borderlands” (CT 28) while
others live more at the center of the culture. In listening to the marginal-
ized voices as well as those of the center, the observer recognizes that any
culture is “an open-ended, creative dialogue of sub-cultures, of insiders
and outsiders, of diverse factions” (PC 46).

The question of who should undertake the task of practical-prophetic
ecclesiology is thus by no means insignificant in view of the church’s
responsibility to otherness. I argued in chapter 2 that all ecclesiology is
conditioned by the theologian’s agenda, horizon, place in society and
church, and suchlike. All who do theology are “positioned subjects.”
None of our construals of Christianity or the shape of the church’s con-
crete identity is normative, though certainly some may be far better than
others, and some may be plainly wrong. This suggests that theological
reflection upon the concrete church should be done by more than just a
few authoritative churchpeople, perhaps more as a collaborative project
of the church as a whole. Too often, books on ecclesiology are produced,
like this one, by theologians or pastors working virtually alone, more or
less independent of much of the Christian community. Perhaps (though I
think not) they are the only churchpeople who care enough about the
church to do such work; possibly they are the only ones who have the nec-
essary doctrinal and ecclesiastical expertise. It is true that any reflection
on the church, in whatever form – descriptive, critical or constructive –
must be governed by theological considerations, and so those who are
most familiar with the Christian tradition of inquiry will find it easiest to
make a convincing theological case for their views. Nor is the church a
liberal-democratic institution, to be governed by the will (or the manipu-
lated emotions) of the majority. Its goal is to correspond to its Lord rather
than to be tolerant of any and all kinds of religious expression. That said,
however, professional theologians and pastors may often have a different
perspective upon the church than many of its other members, a difference
due not simply to their expertise. Other churchpeople usually have to
spend much more of their time involved with non-church issues. They
live, accordingly, more at the cultural borderlands, at those places where
the Christian tradition must engage with other forms of inquiry and their
embodiments. They are less encumbered by the sometimes distracting
theoretical apparatus taught to the experts. Laypeople, women, major-
ities and minorities of various kinds may be marginalized within some
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forms of the Christian church. They may not only have a different per-
spective upon the church and its interaction with other traditions, they
may have clearer insights into its sinfulness and inadequacies, into the
challenges it faces, and perhaps as to how it should be reformed. Ecclesio-
logical ethnography, then, would benefit from as inclusive a theological
assessment of the church body by its membership as possible. Thereby it
would attempt to respond to the entire spectrum of challenges made
from within the church to its present form, and become more aware of
external challenges.

The suggestion that ecclesiology become a church-wide social practice
of communal self-critical analysis bears upon the issue of Christian for-
mation, and may reveal one of the limits of the culture metaphor, modern
or postmodern. It is sometimes said that a disciple of Jesus Christ must
give herself over to the church so entirely that, faced with two courses of
action, she need not make a decision but simply act in the way in which
she has become habituated. Stanley Hauerwas sometimes talks a little
like this, especially when he advocates cultural Christianity and what he
calls “peasant Catholicism.”53 Hauerwas’s stress upon formation is rea-
sonable, but his own practice would suggest that he would likely agree
that the church’s function is not to coerce its membership into acting in
accordance with a uniform or centralized way of being Christian. The
church’s function is to serve the individual who, in turn, is to serve the
church. It serves its discipleship by socializing them into the Christian
life. But this does not mean that it should try to produce a set of people
who play only the parts given them by the church, such as layperson,
priest, bishop, or nun.54The church does not cause individuals to become
Christians; that is the work of the Spirit. Each of us is called by the Spirit
of Christ to our own unique roles by which we receive our particularity as
persons. The church only mediates that call, co-operating in the work of
the Spirit or obstructing it. Within a theodramatic horizon, one cannot
say that one’s salvation is proportionate to one’s conformity to a particular
ecclesial culture, for that culture is pre-eschatological, the product of a
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53. See, e.g., Stanley Hauerwas, “The Sanctified Body: Why Perfection Does Not Require a
‘Self’” in his Sanctify Them, pp. 77–91. The phrase “peasant Catholicism” is obviously a
rhetorical ploy intended to upset liberal Roman Catholics. That Hauerwas does not
advocate uniformity is evident from a later chapter in the same book, “Characterizing
Perfection,” pp. 123–142.
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John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood and the Church (Crestwood, NY:
St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985); see Volf, After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the
Trinity (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), pp. 109ff.



very mixed body that is dependent upon other bodies. As I noted in an
earlier chapter, it may well be that the more a Christian grows into her
unique role, the more she will find herself having to challenge certain
ecclesial cultural patterns, even if she has no leadership role. Of course,
discerning whether prophecy is true or false is sometimes extremely diffi-
cult, but such difficulties cannot be avoided; they are an inherent part
of the dramatic struggle that constitutes Christian ecclesial existence.
Hence the church is not the kind of collective that demands the individ-
ual give herself over to the group without remainder; nor is the purpose
of ethnographic ecclesiology to foster an ecclesial culture for its own sake.
Rather, it does so only to serve the church’s witness and to enable each of
its members to play their parts in the theodrama. Those two tasks will
indeed require a strong and complex ecclesial culture, but the test of that
culture lies in whether it produces strong and complex disciples.

Before we leave postmodern ethnography behind, it is worth noting a
couple of the tools it has developed which may be useful in building up a
well-rounded ecclesiology for the pilgrim church. Unlike earlier forms of
the discipline, postmodern ethnography recognizes the need to analyze
the interplay of feelings, emotions, and will with cultural beliefs and
practices. Accordingly the notion of cultural “force” has been proposed by
Geertz and developed further by Rosaldo (CT 2). This refers to the
thoroughness with which a given cultural form is internalized, whether,
that is, it is central or marginal in the lives of individuals within a given
culture. Within the Christian social body a particular practice may be
stressed by teaching and preaching, yet it may have little force within the
affective lives of Christians. And the contrary may obtain: there may be a
remarkable amount of emotion generated within an individual or group
without it being linked to a specific social practice or belief. With the
notion of force in mind, ecclesiological ethnography might analyze how
far the belief in the sacramentality of marriage in the lives of married
Catholics has been internalized. Or how far does biblical language bear
upon the everyday decisions and emotions of those Christians for whom
bible-reading is claimed to be a central practice? How forceful is the
image of “light,” so often stressed in rituals such as the Easter Vigil, in a
time when light seems so ordinary by comparison to earlier centuries?

The postmodern conception of culture has moved firmly away from
the modern idea that cultures display patterns that can be adequately
described in synchronic ways alone. Time should be considered in
all forms of cultural analysis, whether internal or in relation to other
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cultures. Ethnographic descriptions are to show “how ideas, events and
institutions interact and change through time,” an approach that is some-
times called “processual analysis” (CT 92f.). To describe adequately any
given social pattern we cannot simply describe its present form, but must
analyze the process by which it arrived at that form. In a rather different
sense of time, there is now a greater appreciation of the temporal dynam-
ics within a given culture. The practices of everyday life have a certain
“tempo” (CT 105ff.) which must be adhered to for them to be done well. A
church service that is too quickly or slowly recited, too short or long-
winded a sermon – such mistakes in tempo are likely to unsettle a con-
gregation, whether for good or ill. Tempo is also an important factor in
church reform. Some commentators have suggested that the changes to
the Roman liturgy following Vatican II were too rapid. And every pastor
knows that she or he must proceed with caution in introducing new ele-
ments in Sunday worship.

The postmodern concept of culture is evidently more useful as a meta-
phor for the church than the modern, but it is not, of course, a theological
concept; it must be modified if it is to be used within a theological stance.
Not only must the theological concept of culture have a much stronger
notion of truth than is often the case in postmodern forms, it must be
thoroughly absorbed into a Christian horizon. Ecclesiological ethnogra-
phy shares with the postmodern theorists the concern to describe cultural
patterns “thickly,” with rigorous attention to detail, nuance, process and
relationship. But it cannot adopt a “thin” agnostic theory for doing so,
especially if that theory is brought in normatively from another tradition
of inquiry (though certainly it must engage with such theories and their
analyses). Instead, it adopts the “thick” theory that is the ongoing, self-
critical Christian tradition of inquiry.55

Ecclesiological ethnography may reflect critically upon the church in
a wide variety of ways and at all levels, from a single congregation
to the worldwide church.56 Although a few theologians, such as Karl
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55. I cannot address here the important and complex question of the kind of exegesis
suitable for an ethnographic and theodramatic ecclesiology. But see, for example, Frances
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the eschatological church which, needless to say, is not patient of ethnographic analysis.



Rahner57 and David Kelsey,58 have discussed the possibility of parish or
congregational ecclesiology, such work has rarely been attempted,
perhaps in part because it must be so focused upon the concrete.59This is
a surprising and, I think, unwarranted restriction of the scope of ecclesio-
logy. Every congregation or parish has its own quite distinctive way of
being church, which can be the subject of ecclesiological-ethnographic
reflection. The work of James Hopewell and other sociologists shows
that, although most members of a congregation do not usually mingle
very much with one another outside their Sunday gatherings, yet by
meeting once a week or so to worship, they “communicate with each
other sufficiently to develop intrinsic patterns of conduct, outlook, and
story.”60 They build up a “complex network of signals, symbols, conven-
tions” that constitutes the distinctive identity of their particular congre-
gation.61Although many of their practices and beliefs are shared by other
Christian congregations and by society at large, the configuration of these
is the congregation’s own. That configuration is the embodiment of that
congregation’s effort to contribute to the tradition of inquiry into how to
correspond to Jesus Christ in its particular time and place, and constitutes
its attempt to witness and foster the discipleship of its members.

The configuration of a parish is constructed over time, by processes
that include internal and external bricolage. As Christians come together
over the years they experiment with different ways of thinking and
acting. They sift through the resources of the various cultures and subcul-
tures in which their members live, rejecting certain possibilities, modify-
ing, privileging or down-playing others so as to make them serve the
tasks of witness and discipleship. They do something similar with the
various practices and beliefs of Christianity, too, though with consider-
ably less freedom if they are to remain truly a Christian commu-
nity. Building up a parish’s cultural configuration – we could call it the
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57. See Karl Rahner, “Zur Theologie der Pfarre” in Die Pfarre: Von der Theologie zur Praxis, ed.,
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61. Ibid., p. 7.



congregation’s “character” – is usually accomplished without much
explicit reflection; indeed, such congregational decisions are often made
implicitly, by something like a communal taste. Certainly, the self-under-
standing of the regional and worldwide church is often normative
(depending upon polity, of course) and has a great deal of influence upon
the formation of that character, as does the regional body and, where
appropriate, the diocese. However, no two congregations are exactly the
same, nor are their characters analyzable simply as expressions of a dioce-
san or regional norm. In seeking to play its part in the theodrama within a
particular place, the parish or congregation produces cultural forms,
some of which may be quite idiosyncratic, all of which have a significant
bearing upon the quality of its witness.

Thus it seems reasonable that ecclesiological ethnography turn its
attention to particular congregations. Their often unreflectively con-
structed identities may well contain less than suitable elements, or those
that are less than fitting for their ecclesiological contexts. Lack of self-
reflection may also result in a congregation’s failing to take advantage of
an opportunity for better discipleship, perhaps by engaging more
directly with another tradition of inquiry or by retrieving one of its prac-
tices that has fallen into disuse. A congregational form of ecclesiological
ethnography could be an ecclesial practice undertaken by the congrega-
tion itself. It might be possible, for example, to complement the confes-
sion of congregational sinfulness by some discussion, on a more informal
occasion, of precisely where that sinfulness is manifested, and what
opportunities are available to the congregation for suitable reforms. The
congregation, in effect, would engage in an examination of its collective
conscience (metaphorically speaking) by means of a critical inquiry into
its cultural patterns. By developing its penitential history, it would try to
discern the movements of the Spirit in its past, and by ethnographic and
sociological ecclesiology discern and develop proposals about the oppor-
tunities and failures in its present concrete identity. Its membership
would come together to try to make explicit their goals and ambitions as a
congregation in order to assess their fittingness for witness and disciple-
ship in their particular ecclesiological context. Congregations may be
able to do quite a lot of this by themselves, but at some point they will
need some outside help. They may seek the fraternal insights (and, if need
be, correction) of representatives of other congregations or of the regional
or diocesan authorities. They may engage with representatives of other
traditions of inquiry or with analyses done according to non-theological
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stances in order to gain further insight into their congregation’s concrete
identity and the effectiveness of its witness. It is likely, too, that more rig-
orous analyses by suitably trained observers would be useful, especially in
trying to situate the particular congregation in its ecclesiological
context.62

Ecclesiological ethnography cannot, of course, be restricted to congre-
gations; to serve the church it is necessary to analyze the cultural patterns
of regional churches and, indeed, the church worldwide. Avery Dulles has
rightly contended that to acknowledge the cultural variations among
congregations or dioceses does not imply that there should not be many
cultural elements in common throughout the church.63 Developing
broader analyses may help to promote such a common Christian culture,
while also bringing to light significant experiments at the more local
level, and assessing them before proposing them for more general adop-
tion. Ecclesiological ethnography should not be restricted to a social sci-
entific style either. William T. Cavanaugh’s Torture and Eucharist,64 which
we noted briefly in chapter 2, is a model of an ecclesiological ethnographic
form which, in examining two conflicting sets of cultural patterns, relies
rather less upon thick description than upon thick theological analysis. A
brief summary, while not doing justice to the work, will give some idea of
the approach. Cavanaugh’s study is, one might say, a theological history of
the conflict between the cultural patterns of the church and the state in
Chile during the Pinochet regime. The opposition is embodied in its most
extreme form in the state’s practice of torture versus the church’s euchar-
istic practice. The former makes concrete an imagination of violence,
while the latter is an imagination of what really is, namely the peaceful
Kingdom of God (TE 279). The former is a “kind of perverse liturgy” (TE
16), creating isolated individuals who lose their very souls to the state. The
practice of torture is thus not simply a denial of the rights of individuals;
it denies the reality of the church. And, as Cavanaugh shows, this is in part
the church’s fault, for it relied upon an overly epic form of ecclesiology
which the bishops took a remarkably long time to unlearn, during which
time they could do little or nothing for their discipleship (TE 82). That
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ecclesiology assumed a fundamental harmony and division of labor
between nation state and church, following a Maritainian “distinction of
planes” in which the state would take care of things political, while the
church would care for the “soul” of the nation (TE 151ff.). This blueprint
ecclesiology contributed to the distortion of the church’s concrete iden-
tity in Chile at that time, for it was inappropriate (at best) in its ecclesio-
logical context. Its failure to acknowledge the theodramatic aspect of
Christian existence inhibited the church’s leadership from performing
their task of witness and pastoral care. Their concern for harmony over-
whelmed their call to boast only in Jesus Christ crucified.

While ecclesiological ethnography should direct much of its effort to
developing similarly rigorous forms of analysis, there is room for less
carefully documented forms. It might be possible, for instance, to portray
an ecclesial culture imaginatively and therefore with greater force than
purely scholarly accounts can. An example is David Lodge’s Souls and
Bodies.65While Lodge is not attempting critical ecclesiology, and adopts a
critically agnostic stance, he presents a fascinating account of the cultural
patterns of Roman Catholicism in Britain in the 1960s and 70s. He pre-
sents a suitably caustic narrative about a group of young Roman Catholic
Londoners who deal with the conflicts between their sexuality and their
religious commitments during the years just prior to and following
Vatican II. Similar narratives could be developed within a theological
stance by those suitably gifted. Another, similarly unscientific example
worth noting is Thomas Day’s Why Catholics Can’t Sing, mentioned in an
earlier chapter, which describes parish life in North American Roman
Catholicism in terms of its liturgical music.66 Day’s book is an enjoyable
read; it offers few statistics, relying instead upon a vigorous anecdotal
style. The style is deceptively lightweight, though, for the book is a sig-
nificant processual analysis of some contemporary liturgical styles and
practices, tracing them back to their origins in Irish Catholicism. And his
analyses and criticisms, while no doubt partly informed by his musical
tastes, are ultimately governed by a theological stance, and show how dis-
cipleship suffers and witness becomes distorted when a community
adopts practices that foster a tendency to glory in itself rather than in its
Lord.

Whatever forms are selected as appropriate for the task in hand, eccles-

Church, World and the Christian Life184

65. David Lodge, Souls and Bodies (New York: Penguin Viking, 1990).
66. Thomas Day, Why Catholics Can’t Sing: The Culture of Catholicism and the Triumph of Bad Taste
(New York: Crossroad, 1995).



iological ethnography, as well as theological history and theological socio-
logy, should be ongoing theological practices. Effective critical self-
reflection by the church is often episodic, done only when things get
obviously bad, when discipleship and witness have suffered and reforms
have to be drastic. Practical-prophetic reflection upon the concrete church
seeks to anticipate and forestall the need for such drastic measures,
seeking out error and sin as early as possible, as well as discerning new
opportunities. It is somewhat analogous to the older idea of confession in
the Roman church. One went every week or so, not necessarily because
one was a particularly egregious sinner; usually quite the contrary. Con-
fession was understood as an ongoing self-critical practice, a continuing
effort to reorientate oneself anew to Jesus Christ. I suggest that it is the
function of ecclesiology to do something similar for the church, bearing
in mind the stipulations about penitence noted earlier with regard to
theological history.

Of course, no ecclesiological approach will preempt any and all devia-
tion from the church’s orientation to its Lord; within a theodramatic
horizon, such a notion is absurd. But ecclesiological forms of history, so-
ciology and ethnography, in debate with parallel non-theological disci-
plines, may help the church live more truthfully by drawing critical
theological attention back to the confusions and complexities of life
within the pilgrim church. Practical-prophetic ecclesiology acknowl-
edges that Christian existence is never stable or resolvable in terms of
purely theoretical constructions, but is ever-moving, always struggling
along within the theodrama. It acknowledges, too, that the church must
engage with other traditions of inquiry and their embodiments not only
for their sake, but for its own, in order that it may on occasion hear the
Spirit of our Lord in their midst. It acknowledges the church’s sinfulness
and errors, not only when it is obliged to do so by others, but by actively
seeking out and bringing to light anti-Christian practices and beliefs and
by proposing suitable reforms. It responds to ever-shifting ecclesiological
contexts by means of occasionalist and experimental practical and theo-
retical responses that seek to push the tradition of inquiry along a little
further. It thus provides a way for theological inquiry to focus as much
upon the details of Christian ecclesial existence as upon its more general
patterns, so that it may help the church pursue its quest of glorying in
Jesus Christ in everything it does.
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