A Uniting Church perspective on the papal statement ‘Responses to some Questions regarding certain aspects of the Doctrine of the Church’

On 10 July 2007 the Pope issued a statement from the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith which sought to clarify the Roman Catholic Church’s position concerning, among other things, the recognition of other Christian groups as churches (Eastern and Oriental Orthodox) and as ‘ecclesial communities’ (churches such as our own which derive from the Protestant Reformation). This statement can be read on the Vatican web site.

It can be painful for Protestant churches to be reminded that the Roman Catholic understanding of what it is to be a church does not allow them to recognize us as churches in their understanding of the word. This language is not at all new, as it was used in the Decree on Ecumenism of the Second Vatican Council. We may ask why the Pope has chosen to emphasize this point at this time. This is not a question for Protestant churches to attempt to answer. For us, the primary question is how we understand the impact of this statement upon our ecumenical relationships with the Roman Catholic Church.

The first point to make is that the UCA shares in the understanding affirmed by the Ninth Assembly of the World Council of Churches, that ‘Each church is the Church catholic and not simply a part of it. 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.’ This understanding and the language in which it is expressed reflect decades of work by the Faith and Order Commission of the World Council of Churches, in which the Roman Catholic Church is a full participant. The precise sense in which the Roman Catholic Church affirms ecclesial reality in our churches is expressed in their statement thus: ‘It follows that these separated churches and Communities, though we believe they suffer from defects, are deprived neither of significance nor importance in the mystery of salvation. In fact the Spirit of Christ has not refrained from using them as instruments of salvation, whose value derives from that fullness of grace and of truth which has been entrusted to the Catholic Church.’

The second point to make is that, at a local congregational level and in the State and National Forums within which the UCA and the Roman Catholic Church interact, relationships are positive, strong, respectful and encouraging of one another. The UCA does not consider this to be changed in any way by the recent papal statement, for the following reasons.

Official statements of the Roman Catholic Church which distinguish between ‘churches’ and ‘ecclesial communities’ merely highlight a long standing reality in inter-church relationships. The self-understanding of the Roman Catholic Church is based on a way of understanding ‘church’ in terms of a range of constitutive elements. It is the long standing judgement of the Roman Catholic Church that their church does express all of these elements. They use the term ‘ecclesial communities’ for bodies which in their judgement do not express all the elements of ‘church’. For us in the UCA, there are genuine differences here which require continuing genuine dialogue.

The Uniting Church in Australia believes that it has heard from the Roman Catholic Church many other statements which offset the apparent severity of the judgement expressed in the term ‘ecclesial communities’.

The Roman Catholic Church has repeatedly declared itself to be committed to ecumenical relationships and activities which seek the true unity of the church, most notably in the Decree on Ecumenism of the Second Vatican Council and the Papal Encyclical ‘Ut Unum Sint’. These declarations have been supported by a very wide array of ecumenical activities and commitments. The UCA accepts and believes the assurances that we have heard that the Roman Catholic Church does not hold out to other churches and ecclesial communities the pathway of a ‘return to Rome’ as their preferred (or only) model for achieving true unity.

The Roman Catholic Church, recognizing the continuing presence of sin as a reality in church life, does not claim for itself a perfect realization of the constituent elements of being church. The possibility that another church or ecclesial community might express any of these elements in ways that they can receive as a gift from God has been explicitly acknowledged and affirmed in, for example, the dialogue report between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Methodist Council, ‘The Grace Given You in Christ’. In this ongoing dialogue, we experience that the Roman Catholic Church continues to show recognition and respect for the self-understanding of Protestant churches. We believe that it is proper for us to show a like respect for their self-understanding, in the hope that the Holy Spirit of God will lead all churches into fuller self-understanding in which our painful historic divisions are properly overcome, as we recognize and celebrate our common reception into the fullness of the Body of Christ.

In the ongoing dialogue between the Roman Catholic Church and churches deriving from the Protestant Reformation, we understand that, in our best moments, both sides want to witness to the truth and unity of God, both sides recognize numerous ecclesial gifts in the life of the other, both sides see significant and important marks of God in their respective ecclesial lives, and both sides want to see made visible in the life of the church the unity and universality of the lordship of Christ. It is on the basis of this understanding of the stance of the Roman Catholic Church towards our church and other Protestant churches that the Uniting Church in Australia is willing to declare that it sees no negative impact from this recent Roman Catholic statement upon our existing dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church or upon our common participation in the life and work of the National Council of Churches in Australia and upon our many other forms of co-operation with the Roman Catholic Church.
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