
 

Introduction

 

THE ROLE OF ECCLESIOLOGY IN (SYSTEMATIC) THEOLOGY

 

E

 

ven though contemporary systematic theology, as any other academic dis-

cipline, offers such a variety of approaches and areas of interest that it easily

defies any generalizations, it can be said with full legitimacy that two areas

have especially caught the attention of many theologians, namely pneumatol-

ogy and ecclesiology. Significantly enough, these two loci happen to share a

number of mutual connections between them. If it is true that we are living

amidst a pneumatological renaissance, there is no denying the fact that the last

two decades or so have also seen the appearance of surprisingly many full-

scale treatments of ecclesiology.

 

Ecclesiological Renaissance

 

What might be the potential reasons for such a revived interested in the church?

One could also counterattack the claim for the resurgence of the doctrine of the

church simply by referring to the prevalent individualism of the Western world

and its growing influence on the rest of our world. In an individualistic, post-

modern cacophony of differing voices and pluralism, it does not sound appeal-

ing to begin talking about a collective called the church, especially since the

term 

 

church

 

 for better or worse reasons has been loaded with so many unfortu-

nate connotations from authoritarianism to coercion to antiquarianism.

In my opinion, the main catalyst for the rapidly growing ecclesiological in-

terest has been the ecumenical movement. No other movement in the history

of the Christian church, perhaps with the exception of Reformation, has shaped

the thinking and practice of Christendom as much as the modern movement
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for Christian unity. Now, it is true that the history of 

 

formal

 

 ecumenism in terms

of the formation of the World Council of Churches (WCC) in 1948 is quite

brief—less than half a century—but its roots go back at least to the end of the

nineteenth century. Any talk about the unity of the church presupposes some

tentative understanding of what the church is. One cannot unite entities with-

out knowing what kind of organisms one is trying to put together. The ecumen-

ical movement has also helped open up a fruitful dialogue about the church

and related issues. The older controversial approach has given room for mutual

learning and appreciation. The Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic

Church (1962-1965), without doubt the most significant council of the modern

Christian church, completely changed the horizons of the largest church of the

world with regard to efforts for unity. Also, at the same time, the Eastern Ortho-

dox churches, with the leadership of the Russian churches, joined the WCC and

broadened significantly the membership basis. Eastern tradition is theologi-

cally pregnant both in ecclesiology and pneumatology.

Two other developments in Christendom, partly interrelated but also inde-

pendent to some extent, have challenged theology considerably, especially

thinking about the church: the rapid growth of Christianity outside the West,

so much so that currently the majority of Christians are in the Two-Thirds

World,

 

1

 

 and the rise of nontraditional forms of the church both in the West and

elsewhere. The latter development is in general connected to what are nowa-

days known as “Free churches.” The expression 

 

Free churches

 

 involves two pri-

mary meanings. It designates first those churches with a congregationalist

church constitution, and second those churches affirming a consistent separa-

tion of church and state.

 

2

 

 New congregational models are emerging especially

in the Two-Thirds World but also in the West, and many specialists are of the

opinion that the Free church congregational model will be the major paradigm

in the third millennium. Even the current prefect of the Congregation for the

Doctrine of the Faith in Rome, who has expressed severe criticism of congre-

gational ecclesiologies, has admitted that this is the direction in which Chris-

tian 

 

oikumene

 

 is heading.

 

3

 

 

 

1

 

Statistics are revised annually in the January issue of 

 

International Bulletin of Missionary Re-
search

 

, with detailed calculations from David Barrett and Todd Johnson.

 

2

 

Miroslav Volf, 

 

After Our Likeness: The Church as the Image of the Trinity

 

 (Grand Rapids, Mich.:

Eerdmans, 1998), p. 9 n. 2.

 

3

 

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, 

 

The Ratzinger Report: An Exclusive Interview on the State of the
Church, Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger with Vittorio Messori

 

 (San Francisco: Ignatius, 1985), pp. 45-

47.
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If one is not ready simply to discount the ecclesiality of Free churches and

other nontraditional church forms, it poses the question of the conditions for

being a church. Of course, the approach of traditional theology has too often

been to impose its own often quite-limited definition of churchhood on its

younger counterparts. Naturally, those churches that define what ecclesiality

means usually themselves fulfill the requirements of their own definitions! But

ecumenically, it does not further the discussion. For older churches, just to dis-

card the enormous potential and force of nontraditional churches by classify-

ing them as something less than a church is both dangerous and useless.

Younger churches have shown their vitality in their lives, and now it is left to

theology to catch up with these developments. This has always been the main

task of theology: to reflect on and make sense of what is happening in Chris-

tian life and churches.

The expansive growth of Christian churches outside the traditional “Chris-

tian” West has also posed another challenging question to theology, namely,

how to account culturally for the existence of churches in various contexts.

What does it require to be a church amidst an animistic culture in Africa or

highly spiritualistic Asian cultures? What from the mainly Western heritage is

transferable to the rest of the world, and what has to be revised and corrected?

Furthermore, there are other contextual challenges: what would the church

look like if it were to make women and other minorities feel at home and find

their potential? Or, what does it mean for a church to be a church for those who

struggle for freedom and equality?

There is no denying the value of ecclesiological traditions in classical theol-

ogy. It simply is the fact that most ecclesiological thinking and even experi-

menting has taken place within the confines of classical Christendom up until

the expansion of the modern missionary movement. And even then, almost

until our day, theologies were still Western. Even though today in any mean-

ingful teaching and study of theology full hearing has to be given to voices

from outside the West, it is only naïve and harmful to imagine that two thou-

sand years of theological tradition could be easily disregarded. 

 

The Emergence of Ecclesiology as a Separate Locus in Theology

 

It might come as a surprise to many students of theology that ecclesiology, the

doctrine of the church, did not gain its own established standing in systematic

theology until the time of the Reformation, and even then many crucial topics,

as they are discussed nowadays in systematic treatments of the church, received

hardly any attention. Ecclesiology was not a separate locus either in the early
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church or in the Middle Ages.

 

4

 

 The systematic outline included topics such as

the trinitarian God, creation, reconciliation in Christ and the sacraments; it is

noteworthy that sacraments as such were considered to be so crucial a topic that

it required its own locus, even without direct reference to the church.

 

5

 

 The first

separate treatments on the church go back to the fifteenth century.

Of course, the church fathers had many things to say about the church. The

church, in its confession of faith, is said to be connected with the Holy Spirit.

The church is named in the creeds

 

6

 

 in the clause after the Holy Spirit.

 

7

 

 Accord-

ing to the 

 

Traditio apostolica

 

 of Hippolytus, the third baptismal question runs,

“Do you believe in the Holy Spirit in the Church?”

 

8

 

 The patristic author Faus-

tus

 

 

 

of

 

 

 

Riez of the fifth century commented on the fact that the last clauses in

the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed were connected with the Holy Spirit:

 

Whatever in the Creed follows the words “the Holy Ghost” should be under-

stood without reference to the preposition “in,” so that our belief about the Holy

Church, the communion of saints, etc., is said as part of our appeal to God. This

means we believe that these things have been ordered by God and derive their

existence from him.

 

9

 

This ecclesial conviction about the integral relationship between the Spirit

and the church was expressed clearly by Irenaeus: “For where the Church is,

there is also the Spirit of God. And where the Spirit of God is, there is also the

Church and all grace; for the Spirit is the Truth.”

 

10

 

 

Also, the description of the church as one, holy, catholic and apostolic be-

came a theme in the Catechetical Lectures of Cyril of Jerusalem in the fourth

century.

 

11

 

4

 

A detailed brief outline of the emergence and history of ecclesiology can be found in Wolf-

hart Pannenberg, 

 

Systematic Theology

 

 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1997), 3:21-27.

 

5

 

It is indicative that, e.g., in the Catechetical Oration (chap. 33) of Gregory of Nyssa and in

 

De fide orthodoxa

 

 of John of Damascus (4.9) the discussion moves directly from Christology

to a discussion of baptism. See further Pannenberg, 

 

Systematic Theology

 

, 3:21.

 

6

 

E.g., the Creed of Constantinople and the (Western) Apostles’ Creed.

 

7

 

Michael Garijo-Guembe, 

 

Communion of the Saints: Foundation, Nature, and Structure of the
Church,

 

 trans. Patrick Madigan (Collegeville, Minn.: Liturgical Press, 1994), p. 2. See also

Thomas Aquinas 

 

Summa Theologicae: A Concise Translation,

 

 ed. Timothy McDermott (Lon-

don: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1989), 2.1.1-2.1.9, question 5.

 

8

 

Hippolytus, cited in Garijo

 

-

 

Guembe, 

 

Communion of Saints

 

, p. 1. 

 

9

 

De Spiritu Sancto

 

 1.2.; 

 

Corpus Scriptorum Ecclesiasticorum Latinorum

 

 21:103ff.; see further Gar-

ijo-Guembe, 

 

Communion of the Saints

 

, p. 1.

 

10

 

Irenaeus 

 

Adversus Haereses 

 

3.24.1 (ed. J.-P. Migne, 

 

Patrologia Graeca 

 

[Paris: J.-P. Migne, 1844-

1902], 7:966).

 

11

 

See further Adolf von Harnack, 

 

History of Dogma 

 

(London: Williams & Norgate, 1897), 3:233-39.
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Famous is the judgment of the church historian Adolf von Harnack, accord-

ing to which the treatment of the church in the fathers was so underdeveloped

that it did not even connect to the doctrine of redemption.

 

12

 

 To be true, this ob-

servation applies even to those rare works of the fathers that really did focus

more on the church; for example, the celebrated work of Cyprian on church

unity is more in the nature of a polemic than a constructive proposal. Even Au-

gustine failed to offer any kind of separate treatment of the church, even

though he has contributed significantly to our understanding of the church.

 

13

 

Even the great work of Peter Lombard, 

 

Sentences

 

, one of the first compre-

hensive 

 

summas

 

 of Christian doctrine, surprisingly did not have a separate lo-

cus on ecclesiology, and what it does say about the church is included under

the heading of Christology. The first separate ecclesiologies were 

 

Tractatus de
Ecclesia

 

 (1433/1435) of Johann of Ragusa and 

 

Summa de Ecclesia

 

 of John of

Torquemada, of the same period.

With regard to the Reformation era when the more comprehensive treat-

ments were written, it is instructive to see how slowly the consciousness of a

need for a separate discussion of the church emerged. The first edition of the

 

Loci

 

 (1521) of Melanchthon, Martin Luther’s Reformation colleague and the

drafter of many of the Lutheran Confessional texts, did not yet include ecclesi-

ology. Only in the later edition in 1535 did Melanchthon insert a section 

 

De Ec-
clesia

 

 which elucidates the statements of the Augsburg Confession about the

church. “It has been rightly said that here for the first time, on the basis of the

new reformation beginning, Melanchthon tried to project and develop a theol-

ogy of the church as a whole.”

 

14

 

 Interestingly enough, the very same principle

applies to John Calvin’s 

 

Institutes

 

. The first edition (1536) lacks ecclesiology,

but the 1539 revision added an expanded section on the concept of the church,

and the last edition (1559) has an even more developed discussion.

 

Salvation: Individualistic or Communal? 

 

One of the most famous statements of Friedrich Schleiermacher, the father of

modern theology, is that what distinguishes Protestantism from Roman Cathol-

icism is that the former makes the relation of individuals to the church depen-

dent on their relation to Christ, whereas the latter, conversely, makes the relation

 

12

 

Ibid.

 

, 

 

3:236.

 

13

 

See further J. N. D. Kelly, 

 

Early Christian Doctrines,

 

 2nd ed. (New York: Harper & Row, 1960),

pp. 412-17.

 

14

 

Pannenberg, 

 

Systematic Theology

 

, 3:22.
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of individuals to Christ dependent on their relation to the church (§ 24 Thesis).
15

Paradoxical as this statement is, it is also both an overstatement and historically

inaccurate. Both Protestant and Catholic theologies traditionally have discussed

the means of salvation, including the sacraments, prior to the topic of the

church, the implication being that salvation is received individually and then

the faith received is nurtured by the church community. Even the Catholic dog-

matic manuals up until our day followed the same route.
16

 With few exceptions,

this is the rule even in most contemporary systematic theologies. 

Wolfhart Pannenberg’s Systematic Theology first discusses the foundational

theological issues concerning the church and then launches into the topic of

faith and salvation.
17

 By doing so, it challenges the established canons of sys-

tematic theologies. Pannenberg contends that if we ignore the disciples, “the

fellowship of individuals with Jesus is always mediated by the church, by its

proclamation and its administration of the sacraments.”
18

 The same order is

followed in the recent massive Catholic doctrinal manual, Mysterium Salutis,
19

which offers a salvation-historical approach to theology. 

It is another thing to acknowledge the fact that even though faith is eccle-

sially mediated, it is still addressed to individuals for personal appropriation.

It was typical of Jesus’ proclamation that he addressed individuals directly,

and did not, like other Jewish movements of the time, attempt to achieve a

gathered eschatological community or any other form or historical manifesta-

tion of the true people of God.
20

Approaches to Ecclesiology

In order to orient the reader, it might be helpful to chart the waters of ecclesi-

ology and provide an orientation for navigation, especially since the area, as

already mentioned, is developing quickly in contemporary theology. The fol-

lowing gives an outline of various approaches to ecclesiology studied in the

present book. In the introduction to each major part of the book, a more de-

tailed explanation is offered as to why these particular movements and per-

15
F. E. D. Schleiermacher, Christian Faith (New York: Harper & Row, 1963).

16
See, for example, L. Ott, Fundamentals of Catholic Dogma (St. Louis: Herder, 1957).

17
For the necessary ecclesial mediation of faith, see also Miroslav Volf, After Our Likeness: The
Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1998).

18
Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, 3:24.

19
J. Feiner and M. Löhrer, eds., Mysterium Salutis: Grundriss heilsgeschichtlicher Dogmatik, vols.

4/1-2 (1972) and 5 (1976).
20

See further Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, 3:27.

Intro.Eccles.book  Page 12  Thursday, August 22, 2002  11:17 AM



Introduction 13

sons have been selected for discussion. 

First, there are several more or less established traditional approaches that

are related to specific denominations, such as Eastern Orthodox, Roman Cath-

olic, Lutheran and Reformed. Each of them approaches the church from a dis-

tinctive perspective, based on its overall theological program. To these

traditional approaches have to be added some others that in the contemporary

world have become significant, namely Free church ecclesiologies, which

mostly go back to Baptistic views and even further to Anabaptism from the

time of Reformation. Also, some newer and statistically overwhelmingly im-

portant ones are the ecclesiologies of Pentecostalism and later Charismatic

movements. In fact, numerically, with the exception of the Roman Catholic

Church, Pentecostals almost equal the number of all other Christians. How-

ever, even the most recent theology textbooks usually either totally ignore

these two latter traditions or just offer some passing comments. Since the

present textbook wants to be ecumenically sensitive, the first major part of the

book concludes with a detailed discussion of the role and views concerning

the church in the theologies of the ecumenical movement.

Second, the doctrine of the church has surfaced in the systematic theologies

of some of the most noteworthy contemporary theologians, such as the Ortho-

dox John Zizioulas; the Catholic Hans Küng; the Lutheran Wolfhart Pannen-

berg; the Reformed Jürgen Moltmann; the ecumenical Miroslav Volf, who has

roots in both the Pentecostal and Reformed traditions; the Baptist James Mc-

Clendon Jr.; and the Anglican Lesslie Newbigin. All of them bring to the un-

derstanding of ecclesiology their specific voices. On the one hand, they

represent all the major theological traditions (with the exception of Pentecos-

talism, for which there are simply no full-scale ecclesiologies available yet). On

the other hand, all of them are also ecumenically very sensitive, and they tran-

scend their own specific denominational boundaries. For example, even

though Pannenberg certainly takes notice of the best of Lutheran heritage, by

no means can he be considered an exclusively Lutheran theologian. 

Third, contextual ecclesiologies will be treated in the final major part of the

book. The ones chosen for a closer look are feminist ecclesiologies, liberationist

ecclesiology, Catholic base communities in Latin America, the non-church

movement begun in Japan and extended to Asia, and the ecclesiologies of Af-

rican Independent Churches. Also, the ecclesiologies of the Charismatic Shep-

herding movement, the novel idea of the “world church” and the vision of the

“church as another city” will receive our attention. Many other contextual or

intercultural ecclesiologies could be added, but with the limitations of space
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not everything can be said, and no one theologian is equipped to do so.

There is a specific focus to the discussion of ecclesiology in the present

book. It might be helpful to take a parallel from Christology. Traditionally,

Christology has been divided into two parts, namely the person and the work

of Christ: the former part deals with foundational issues, in other words, who

Christ is, while the latter looks at the derivative topics, such as atonement and

faith. While ecclesiology does not fall that easily into discernible parts, it is

possible to apply that same kind of division to the discussion of the church.

“Ecclesiology proper,” the main interest of this book, focuses on the question

of the ecclesiality of the church, that is, what makes the church church, or what

are the conditions for being a church. The second part of ecclesiology, then,

deals with questions such as the ministry, the structure and the sacraments of

the church. Those issues receive only secondary treatment in this book, not be-

cause they are not important, but simply for the fact that in order to meaning-

fully survey such a broad territory as is our intention here, there have to be

limitations. 

The present book attempts what is sometimes called “comparative ecclesi-

ology,” which has became popular especially in ecumenical circles. According

to the widely used textbook Models of the Church by one of the leading Catholic

ecclesiologists, Avery Dulles, S.J., the term comparative ecclesiology “signifies a

systematic reflection on the points of similarity and difference in the ecclesiol-

ogies of different denominations.”
21

 Dulles’s preferred term for this enterprise

is model. By this he wishes to indicate his conviction that the church, like other

theological realities, is a mystery. “Mysteries are realities of which we cannot

speak directly. If we wish to talk about them at all we must draw on analogies

afforded by our experience of the world.”
22

 Comparative ecclesiology usually

draws from two kinds of sources: more or less official denominational confes-

sional writings, and texts of representative theologians. In principle, our ap-

proach is no different from that. However, the present book goes beyond the

traditional comparative ecclesiology in that the last part of the book also focus-

es on what may conveniently be called “contextual” (sometimes also “global”)

ecclesiologies.

21
Avery Dulles, Models of the Church (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1974), p. 7.

22
Ibid.
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A natural way to begin a survey of ecclesiologies is to introduce major theo-

logical and confessional traditions that have emerged during church history.

This is the task of the first part of the book. With regard to major confessional

traditions such as Eastern Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism, Lutheranism and

the Reformed family, the task ahead of us is quite straightforward. Each of

these traditions has established doctrines and views of the church, though it

has to be noted that especially during the last century a proliferation of ideas

in each of these established traditions has occurred. Roman Catholic theology

is a case in point: while there is an official, normative Catholic doctrine con-

cerning the church, a plethora of (more or less) legitimate varieties have also

arisen. Furthermore, both major Protestant traditions are often less accurately

defined by their theologies because they do not have an official magisterium,

that is, teaching office of the church, even though they do have confessional

statements. These traditions naturally leave more room for the views of indi-

vidual theologians.

Concerning more recent ecclesiological traditions—those stemming from

the Protestant Reformation but going beyond it and expressing quite a lot of

disagreement with their forebears—the task of introducing ecclesiological

views is more complicated. The complication comes from two interrelated

questions. First of all, which traditions to choose for presentation? Should one

try to discuss all the varieties of, say, what has come to be known as “Free

churches,” or should one lump them together and try to discern common fea-

tures? Second, once the decision is made as to which recent views to present,

P A R T  O N E

Ecclesiological Traditions
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should one search only for a theology of the church, or is it legitimate to try to

derive the ecclesiological views by looking at how the movement lives out its

ecclesiality. The fact is that many of those newer Christian traditions have not

yet produced much theology of the church, even if in their everyday life they

do, of course, live out their “churchliness.” 

The approach of the present book is to divide the more recent traditions into

two categories: Free churches and Pentecostal/Charismatic churches. The

term “Free churches” here denotes the heritage of the Radical Reformation,

such as Anabaptists, Quakers and Baptists. Even though each of these Free

churches also displays distinctive features, they share enough common foun-

dations to treat them together. For more fine-tuned discussion, the reader is re-

ferred to specific sources in the text. With regard to Pentecostal/Charismatic

traditions, one could also place them in the Free church category. The reason

for not doing so in the present study is twofold. First, currently the Pentecos-

tal/Charismatic family of churches represents the biggest Protestant constitu-

ency, so that on the basis of numbers alone it would be unfair to lump it

together with the rest of the Free churches. Second, even though this newest

Christian tradition has not yet produced much theology of the church, a closer

look at its church life and related doctrines strongly indicates that a distinctive

kind of ecclesiology is emerging—one based on the Charismatic spirituality of

the movement.

The last chapter of part one may seem strange at first glance: the ecumenical

movement ecclesiologies. What this section attempts to accomplish is to take

stock of the emerging ecumenical thinking about the church, primarily as it

has taken place among the World Council of Churches constituencies and re-

lated ecumenical venues such as the Faith and Order movement. Here there is

even more variety than within any individual Christian tradition; but there are

also trends and orientations that seem to point toward a growing consensus,

even if under the much-used label “unity-in-diversity.” The name of the sec-

tion itself, “the ecumenical movement ecclesiologies” may not be the most ap-

propriate one, since the ecumenical movement, a heterogeneous body of

various organizations itself, is not a theological tradition similar to, for exam-

ple, Roman Catholicism; however, in want of a better name, that term will

have to suffice.
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