Realizing catholicity….

The ecumenical problem and the starting point of ecumenical endeavour is that the inherent unity of the church of God has been distorted and obscured by the ecclesiastical divisions that have developed due to cultural historical and theological factors. The task of the ecumenical movement is to make visible this inherent unity, to peel away the accreations that have appended themselves to the church of God over the millennia.
 
Ernst Lang, a Lutheran Pastor, writing in 1978 challenged all Churches to review their ecclesiologies stating;
“Ecumenism can no longer be toyed with as a mere possibility. it has become the test case of faith. Today there is only one way  of putting the four creedal marks of the church into practice, only one way for the church to be one, holy, catholic and apostolic and that is the ecumenical way.
 
“Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutum meum”, rang out the Latin responses in the 1950’s for the Roman Catholic Maas that provides us with a starting point to this submission for this study day. I propose to explore how the concept of catholicity has been reconstructed since the mid point of the last century to the present day. I believe that the realization of catholicity is the dynamic driving the ecumenical movement and is expressed in the liturgical celebrations of most Christian traditions. 
I will examine how theologians interpret catholicity by reference to the work of the Eastern and Western Churches and by looking at the work of the World Council of Churches. I will share some of my experience as a grass –root ecumenist reflecting

 on the theological implications of my life experiences and how they have influenced my models of church.
Paul VI stated
“Theology tries to grasp the truths, opinions, questions and tendencies which the Holy Spirit stirs up in the people of God. Sacred theology must evaluate the faith of God’s people actually lived in order to propose resolutions to questions which arise when the faith is compared with actual life, with history and human enquiry”

I was fortunate to have been born midway through the last century and experienced a Roman Catholic Church that few would recognise today. Fortunate, for it has given me a reference point for my personal journey and indeed has shaped my earliest experiences of church. As an altar boy I was tutored in the Latin responses at Mass, an early reflection of the notion of catholicity, in Dublin, Durban, and Düsseldorf the same rituals were being celebrated, I do not propose to bore you with my life experiences, save those moments when I became aware that many Christian Churches pray the Nicene Creed as the bedrock of their creedal beliefs lex orandi lex credandi.
In response to the horrific bombing in Enniskillen our local parish council organized that the rector of the Church of Ireland parish address our congregation and we prayed for peace and reconciliation. Arising from this and after a few pints of Guinness with ‘other fellow Christians’ we initiated a joint inter church planning group to promote contact. In the ensuing years we have developed a sense of fellowship, a sense of togetherness yet allowing space for the different churches to express their own individual charisms. We all realized that there was a deep sense of fellowship; now I believe that Koinina was being realized in our shared presence... indeed a sense of catholicity was being manifested, unity in diversity and diversity in unity. Kasper provides us with a formula advocated by the then Professor Joseph Ratzinger ;
“The Churches must become one church while at the same time remaining churches”.

There was an awareness that there was little knowledge of the “other’” tradition and beliefs, so a small group was set up to organize a Lenten programme where we invited different churches to present their story and the central principles of their Christian tradition. We asked all speakers to describe how the layout of the church building reflected their ecclesiology. Over the course a framework developed whereby we explored how each tradition addressed the current social and moral challenges prevalent at the time. The interchurch group invited reformed churches to contribute and participate but both declined as a result of their particular ecclesiology whilst wishing us God’s blessing. 

The churches of the catholic tradition, Church of Ireland and the Roman Catholic continue to meet. Indeed at the invitation of the Church of Ireland parish we gather for shared Sunday worship four times a year, on the Sunday that allows for non Eucharistic celebration. On a number of Sundays we were blessed to have a Christening ceremony as part of the service where a local RC curate shared the font with the Church of Ireland minister. Truly all could proclaim the creed and say ‘one, holy catholic and apostolic church.’ This moment was for me the moment of conversion to catholicity and brought me to further study in ecumenical theology.

Sadly, the numbers attending from both churches has remained stagnant, those who attend all being the usual suspects. 
The interchurch Good Friday service would be the most visible expression of shared worship and attracts large numbers; our presence in the public space serves to reclaim a sense of the sacred as we walk in silence from church to church carrying a large cross. Our pilgrimage route took us past the door of another church whilst they were celebrating the Lords Passion, a reminder of much done, a lot more to do., or an expression of catholicity.  
 I share this with you for in this story many issues have arisen that reflect the current lacuna in the Ecumenical debate. All traditions pray the Creed and the Our Father; all profess una sancta catholica apostolica and yet there is no achieved unity… or is there?  That is a question that I hope to explore… for I believe that the catholicity of the church of Christ is realized within the ecumenical movement.

In 1949 at the first Assembly of the World Council of Churches the issue of catholicity surfaced and it became evident that the “deepest difference among the member churches was between those of the Catholic and Protestant type. The former put primary emphasis on the ‘visible continuity in the apostolic succession of the episcopate whereas the latter emphasized the imitative of the Word of God and the response of faith, focused on the doctrine of justification sola fidei”

It is important to note that the RC is not a member of the WCC so the quote cited does not reflect their stance. Since then the RCC   has become fully integrated into the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches and has become fully engaged in all the theological dialogues since then. I will address the significant results of this participation later when I examine The Nature and Mission of the Church (2005).
Dulles writes that many commentators see the terms catholic and ecumenical as mutually complementary opposites.
Congar states that “Catholicity is the taking of the many into an already existing oneness: whereas ecumenism is the introduction of unity into an existing diversity”

This apposite statement describes the creative tension that challenges the ecumenical movement and the confessional Churches to seek unity and realize that   catholicity is inherent in each Christian tradition.
Dulles identifies 3 ways in which the adjective ’catholic’ can be identified in relation to different churches.
In a general sense the term catholic is predicated on every Christian church, for all participate in the reality of the church which they confess as one, holy catholic and apostolic and have certain Catholic structures, canonical scriptures, creeds, sacraments and ordained ministry.

In a more focussed and specific way the term Catholic [usually with a capital C ] is ascribed to those Churches which value sacramental, liturgical, hierarchical, and dogmatic features and emphasise continuity with the institutional and doctrinal developments of the patristic and medieval ages.
The third interpretation of  catholicity in a most specific and confessional sense denotes the church which defined itself at Vatican II as the Catholic Church and which alone insists on communion with Rome as the touchstone of unity.

The Fathers of the Second Vatican Council mandated the Roman Catholic Church become fully integrated into dialogue with the world, both secular and religious. I wish to focus on how the concept of catholicity was reinterpreted and re-presented as a result Vat 11.
If we look at how the Holy Office of RCC responding to the Oxford movement in The Anglican Church in 1864 asserted “No other church is catholic except that which is built on the one individual Peter and which grows up into one body closely joined and knitted together[See Eph.4;16]in the unity of faith and love”

The phrase subsist est in Ur[8] is among the most debated two words in ecclesiology since Vatican II. It is fair to say what it doesn’t mean, that is that the Roman Catholic Church is not co-terminus with the Church of Christ. Commentators agree that when the Council Fathers rejected the word est in the original schema they were opening up the possibilities of other interpretations. They simply stated that the Church of Christ extends beyond the confessional boundaries of the Roman Catholic Church.

Dulles summation of the paradigm shift in Roman Catholic ecclesiology justifies the full exposition [see footnote];
"Vat II’s concept of catholicity therefore may be called cautiously ecumenical rather then narrowly confessional”
 .
Walter Kasper in a paper delivered in Trinity College in 2004 presented an understanding of catholicity, ‘Thus the Council was able to designate catholicity as a gift from the Lord, which as a gift at the same time represents a constantly renewed responsibility. Catholicity is to be understood as the involvement of all individuals, the various ministries and offices, all church bodies and peoples, collectively contributing their gifts under the one head, Christ. Accordingly catholicity is understood as a dynamic unity in diversity [LG13.32]’
Luis. M. Bermejo in his book, Church, Concilliarity and Communion provides us with an apt and succinct interpretation
“The fullness of the Church of Christ cannot be circumscribed within the juridical boundaries of the Catholic Church, rather, it overflows them” posing the question

“But does it subsist only in the Catholic Church? cannot Protestant Churches too be looked on as true manifestations of the only Church of Christ”

This debate is still raging as is evident in a recent statement by Archbishop Zollitch, newly elected Chairman of the German Council of Bishops. Referring to Dominus Jesus 2001 he said

“This Vatican comminuque caused resentment and injured feelings; yes it is a church but a different one. According to Catholic understanding, not a church in the full sense of the word, but it is a church, I cannot deny that”

Reflecting on the deliberations of Vat II on catholicity as a gift of the Lord, the Fourth Assembly of the World Council of Churches in a document titled “The Holy Spirit and the Catholicity of the Church” was able to assert ‘That the purpose of Christ is to bring people of all times, of all races, of all places, of all conditions into an organic and living unity in Christ by the Holy Spirit under the universal fatherhood of God.” 
 
 Rauch in a recent publication “Towards a truly Catholic Church “writes
 “An ecclesiology for the third millennium needs to be self consciously ecumenical. Unity belongs to the essential nature of the Church, a divided Church is a deficient sign; its disunity negatively impacts its mission. Ecumenism calls all churches to repentance,…- There can be no ecumenism worthy of its name without interior conversion. Furthermore Roger Haight comments the object of ecclesiology must always be the whole Christian movement as no single church exhausts the church, even though the church in principle subsists in every church.

Rausch defines catholicity and the contexts that the term catholicity is used stating

“I recognise that neither “catholicity” nor the word “catholic” is an exclusive characteristic of the RC church.. That Church refers to itself in its official documents simply as the Catholic Church, though some Protestant and Evangelical Christians who claim catholicity for their churches, as well as the Orthodox, object to the appropriation of the word !catholic ” for itself….. Vat II recognised that the divisions amongst Christians prevent the Catholic Church from realizing the fullness of catholicity proper to her [UR 4]..Thus I will use the term “truly catholic Church” and “ecclesia catholica” in a more inclusive sense of a communion of churches and communions which includes but goes beyond the Roman Catholic Church.

In his conclusion Rauch sets out a challenge to the Roman Catholic Church by affirming that “Catholicism includes within itself a wide variety of theologies, spiritualities, liturgies and expressions of the liturgical life.” posing the following questions

“If catholic means universal, to embrace the whole, the Roman Catholic Church should take its catholicity more seriously. If it is to be truly catholic, there should be an inclusiveness or fullness in its catholicity. It should be willing to embrace and include within its communion all legitimate expressions of life in Christ; even if from its own perspective one or the other is less then perfect or full.”

 A statement of the World Council of Churches issued in 2006 at Porto Alegre Brazil, Called to be One states
“The catholicity of the Church expresses the fullness, integrity and totality of its life in Christ through the Holy Spirit in all places and times……Each church is the Church catholic. But not the whole of it .Each church fulfils its catholicity when it is in communion with the other churches. We affirm that the catholicity of the Church is expressed most visibly in sharing Holy Communion and in a mutually recognised and reconciled ministry”

In conclusion I suggest that the title of this short presentation Converting to Catholicity would have benefited from a slight adjustment: Converging in Catholicity, for many Christian Churches have reconstructed their understanding of catholicity and we await the day when this convergence is celebrated in a manifestation of Christian unity, a type of Christian unity, albeit far short of the goal of visible Eucharistic communion. Nevertheless a liminal/ luminal moment, an expression of catholicity as all proclaim una, sancta, catolica, and apostalica .I commenced this presentation by quoting Ernst Lange, a Luthern,  I will finish by leaving you with the assertion of John Meyendorf, a Greek Orthodox theologian,
“There is no way in which one can claim to be a Christian except through concrete membership in the Catholic Church and through a continuous effort at manifesting the catholicity of the Church”
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