Teadition:

JFixed and mobile essays
in Aonour of

Rev JIeof Dodney YNoss

Editors

Itumeleng Daniel Mothoagae
Anselm Laurence Prior OFM

Research Institute for Theology and Religion
University of South Africa



© 2013 Research Institute for Theology and Religion
University of South Africa, P O Box 392, Unisa, 0003 South Africa
First edition, first impression

ISBN 978-1-86888-727-9

Typographical editing and final lay-out:
Nonnie Fouché

Research Institute for Theology and Religion
University of South Africa

Cover design:
Dr Jakub Urbaniak
Post-Doctoral Research Assistant, University of Pretoria

Printed by:

Bontshi Business Services
PO Box 51248

Wierda Park

Centurion 0149

© 2013 All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-
duced in any form or by any means — mechanical or electronic,
including recordings or tape-recording and photocopying — without
the prior permission of the publisher, excluding fair quotations for

purposes of research or review.

The views expressed in this book are those of the authors of the
papers and not necessarily those of the Research Institute for

Theology and Religion or the University of South Africa.



7 able of contents

Listof Contributors: .................................. v-vi
Acknowledgements: . ..................... .. ... ......... vii
Preface:

Prof. GrahamDuncan................................... ix-x
Introduction:

Mr Itumeleng Daniel Mothoagae &

Dr Anselm Laurence Prior, OFM .. ..................... Xi-xviii

Revd. Prof. Rodney Moss:
Fr.Brian Southward . ........... ... ... ... ... ... .. ... Xix-xxv

Part 1
Tradition: Theological Perspectives

The living tradiion of the church: Fixed and mobile
ProfRodneyMoss . ............................... 1-26

The development of clericalism and the need for a theology
of secularity
Dr. Anselm Laurence Prior, OFM ... ................ 27-51

Revalorisation of mysticism for society and the church
Prof. CeliaKourie . . ............................. 53-63

The prophetic of Christian faith communities in

contemporary Africa
Prof. LaurentiMagesa . ........................... 65-85



Part 2
Women Perspectives

Vatican II: Did anything happen?

Prof. Judith Coyle, IHM . ........................ 89-101
Women and Vatican II: From absence to presence
Prof. Susan Rakoczy, [HM ...................... 103-122
Land is our Mother: An African Shona Eco-Feminist Theology
Prof. Francisca Chimhanda . ..................... 123-149
Part3

Contextual perspectives

Reconciliation or conflict? The challenge of the Apocalypse
Prof. Paul B Decock, OMI ....................... 153-174

The ministerial formation of a radical clergyman:
Douglas Thompson at Richmond College, 1928-1930
Prof. Anthony Egan, SJ......................... 175-200

The imposed marginalisation of Black Liberation Theology
in public discourse in post-apartheid South Africa
Mr. Itumeleng Daniel Mothoagae . ................ 201-212

Suffering: A problem or a mystery? Buddhist and Christian
approaches to the human predicament
Dr. Jakub Urbaniak . . ........................ 213-234

Pragmatism and the epistemic virtues
Dr. Michael van Heerden . .. .................. 235-250



List of contributors

Prof. Francisca Chimhanda
Professor in Systematic Theology, University of South Africa.

Prof. Judith Coyle, IHM
Head of the School of Theology, St. Augustine College, Linden,
Johannesburg.

Prof. Paul B Decock, OMI
Honorary Professor, University of KwaZulu-Natal and St. Joseph’s
Theological Institute, Cedara, Pietermaritzburg.

Prof. Graham Duncan
Professor of Church History and Church Polity. University of Pretoria.

Dr. Anthony Egan SJ

Lecturer in Bioethics at Steve Biko Bioethics Centre, University of
Witwatersrand Faculty of Medical Sciences and at St. Augustine
College, Linden, Johannesburg, South Africa.

Prof. Celia Kourie
Emeritus Professor of Spirituality, University of South Africa.

Prof. Laurenti Magesa
Professor at Hekima College, Jesuit School of Theology and Tangaza
College, Catholic University of Eastern Africa, Nairobi, Kenya.

Prof. Rodney Moss
Emeritus Professor of Systematic Theology, St. Augustine College,
Linden, Johannesburg.

Mr. Itumeleng Daniel Mothoagae
Lecturer in New Testament and Early Christian Studies, University of
South Africa.



Dr. Anselm Laurence Prior OFM
Research Fellow in Missiology, University of South Africa.

Prof. Susan Rakoczy, IHM
Honorary Professor, University of KwaZulu-Natal and St. Joseph’s
Theological Institute, Cedara, Pietermaritzburg.

Fr. Brian Southward
Catholic priest of the Archdiocese of Durban.

Dr. Jakub Urbaniak
Postdoctoral Research Fellow, University of Pretoria.

Dr. Michael van Heerden
President of St. Augustine College, Linden, Johannesburg.

Vi



Acknowledgements

On behalf of the Catholic Theological Society of Southern Africa, the
editors wish to thank the members of the Research Institute of
Theology and Religion at the University of South Africa for affording
us the opportunity of publishing this Festschrift in honour of our
colleague.

We wish to express our gratitude to Dr. Michael van Heerden,
the Vice-Chancellor and Principal of St. Augustine College, along
with his staff, for the hosting of regular meetings of the Catholic
Theological Society’s executive, and for providing some of the
resources needed for the production of this book.

We also owe a debt of gratitude to those who contributed the
articles which make up this book, and to the reviewers who made our
task easier.

We appreciate the contribution of Prof. Graham Duncan who
has written the Preface to this volume.

Editors:
Itumeleng Daniel Mothoagae
Anselm Laurence Prior

vii



viii



PIceface

Prof. Graham Duncan
Department of Church History and Church Polity,
University of Pretoria, Pretoria, South Africa

It is quite appropriate that the vocation of Rodney Moss be recognised
in the year of his retirement. From his ordination to the priesthood
within the Roman Catholic Archdiocese of Durban in 1974, his
ministry has been reflected in a constant series of step-ups. In his first
step up, Rodney became Judicial Vicar 1984-2001, then Vice-Rector
of St. Peter’s Seminary 1987-1991, a visiting lecturer at St. Joseph’s
Theological Institute, Cedara 1991-997, and then Head of Theology at
St. Augustine College of South Africa in 2002. He was also a visiting
lecturer at St. John Vianney Seminary, Pretoria from 2003-2006. His
calling has clearly been worked out within the field of theological and
spiritual formation.

Fr. Rodney is currently a Professor Emeritus at St. Augustine
College of South Africa at which he has taught Systematic Theology,
Church History and Canon Law for over 10 years, at both post-gra-
duate and undergraduate levels. Until recently he was the Head of the
School of Theology and Philosophy, as well as the Director of the
Theology Programme at St. Augustine College. Currently, his teach-
ing duties are limited to the post-graduate level.

His academic qualifications are testimony to his vocation in the
field of theological education: Natal Senior Teachers Diploma, BA
(UNISA), BD (Urbanianum, Rome), BCL (St. Paul), MTheol and
DTheo (Durban-Westville) (AP). His doctorate in systematic theology
is in the field of the science/religion dialogue. He has published wide-
ly in the areas of Catholic doctrine, church history, ecumenism, inter-
faith dialogue, and canon law. He is currently involved with the Ponti-
fical Council for Interreligious Dialogue. He is a member of the
Theological Advisory Commission of the Southern African Catholic
Bishops Conference, President of the Canon Law Society of Southern
Africa, an executive member of the Catholic Theological Society of
Southern Africa, and a member of the Church History Society of
South Africa. He has over the years been involved in many radio and
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television presentations. Currently, his research interests include the

thought of Benedict XVI, Origen, and Christianity and secularism.
Rodney's consistent gentle and sensitive approach to scholar-

ship has won him many friends and admirers within the sphere of

theological education, and it is only fitting that this be recognised in a
tangible manner.



nteoduction

Itumeleng Daniel Mothoagae
Department of Biblical and Ancient Studies, University of South
Africa, Pretoria, South Africa

Anselm Laurence Prior, OFM
Research Fellow, Department of Christian Spirituality,
Church History and Missiology, University of South Africa,
Pretoria, South Africa.

All the articles published in this festschrift have been subjected to a
rigorous peer review process according to the required academic
standard for the purpose of subsidy.

The Catholic Theological Society of Southern Africa was
founded in 1982 under the auspices of the Southern African Catholic
Bishops’ Conference. It has a number of aims: to link and support
Catholic theologians and those interested in theological dialogue; to
stimulate research and reflection; to examine topics which are relevant
to the Southern African context; to promote theological exchange
through the print and electronic media; to foster inter-faith contact
with other Christian groups and other religions on theological issues;
to encourage multi-, inter-, and trans-disciplinary theological dis-
course; and to encourage the publication of theological articles and
books. The members of the Society have now been engaged in this
challenging activity for over 30 years through the production of a
number of publications, but especially through the Annual Conference
which has, as can be seen below, tackled a number of topics which are
vital for the church’s life in this country. They take their cue from the
teaching of Vatican II in the document Gaudium et Spes (GS):!

With the help of the Holy Spirit, it is the task of the entire
People of God, especially pastors and theologians, to
hear, distinguish, and interpret the many voices of our
age, and to judge them in the light of the divine word. In

' Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World.
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this way, revealed truth can always be more deeply
penetrated, better understood, and set forth in greater
advantage (GS 44).

One of the theologians who has made a considerable contribution to
the study of theology, both in South Africa and internationally, is the
Reverend Professor Rodney Moss. He has now retired from his post as
Head of the School of Theology at St. Augustine College in Linden,
Johannesburg. (Despite ‘retiring” he continues his contribution to
theological research and publishing.) Through his many contributions
to the theological enterprise he has opened many doors to further
study in a number of subjects, especially in the area of tradition and
the development of doctrine. Our intention here is not to repeat what
has been written about our confrere by Prof. Graham Duncan and Fr.
Brian Southward. Rather, we wish to call to mind our own experience
of working with Rodney as a member of the Catholic Theological
Society, of which he has been a member for many years. This Fest-
schrift is our way of honouring and thanking him for his tireless
interest in things theological. It is also our way of using this opportu-
nity to continue his work by making a further contribution to theology,
which has always been a necessary part of the church’s tradition.

At our Executive Committee meetings we always looked
forward to Rodney’s contributions, especially when we were making
preparations for our Annual Conference. While suggestions for
themes and subjects for a future conference were being bandied about,
he would sit there quietly and one could almost see on his face the
wheels turning. While he was listening to the rest of us, he was putting
these ideas together and then would eventually regurgitate them in a
smart phrase which disciplined our chattering and moved us on con-
structively.

Rodney’s contribution also helped us in the Society to follow
the guidance of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s
Donum Veritatis (DV).> This document was prepared by the then
Cardinal Ratzinger and is an encouragement to all those who wish to
seek to understand what they believe. ‘Theology is indispensable for
the church’, the author writes, and even more important ‘in times of
great spiritual and cultural change’ (DV 1) which we are certainly

2 The Gift of Truth: On the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian.
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going through in South Africa. ‘It is the task of the theologian to
‘dutifully present the reasonableness of the faith to those who ask for
an account of it” (1 Pet 3:15; DV 5). This, the Society’s members have
attempted to do throughout the Society’s existence. In the last decade,
for example, we have tackled subjects such a HIV/AIDS (2003),
Priesthood in the Catholic Church (2004), Sexuality (2005),
Leadership within the Church (2006), The Church without the
Eucharist? (2007), Our Catholic Heritage (2008), The Franciscan
Theological Tradition (2009), ‘Eat the Scroll’: Insights into Scripture
(2010), Faith in the Face of Secularism (2011), and The Council’s
Legacy (2012).> The conferences in 2003 and 2011 were held in
collaboration with St. Augustine College.* The Society also partici-
pated in the ecumenical Joint Conference of Theological Societies in
Stellenbosch in 2009 and in Pietermaritzburg in 2012. Sixteen theolo-
gical Societies took part in these conferences and our Society was
represented by a goodly number of Catholic theologians.

Through these conferences we have ‘pursued in a particular
way an ever deeper understanding of the Word of God found in the
inspired scriptures and handed on by the living tradition of the church’
(DV 6). The many theologians who have addressed the delegates
attending these meetings have searched the scriptures and dug into our
tradition in order to relate our rich Catholic heritage to contemporary
problems. The oft quoted opening words of Vatican II’s Gaudium et
Spes have been born anew as one existential issue after another has
been dissected and analysed theologically in order to find meaning for
people of today:

The joy and hope, the grief and anguish of the people of
our time, especially of those who are poor or afflicted in
any way, are the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of
the followers of Christ as well. Nothing that is genuinely
human fails to find an echo in their hearts. ... That is why
Christians cherish a feeling of deep solidarity with the
human race and its history (GS 1).

The proceedings of five of these conferences can be found in issues of Grace and
Truth. See the References at the end of this Introduction.

A full list of presentations and their authors for the past ten years can be found at
the back of this book.
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To pursue such a vocation, which is essential if the church is to remain
relevant to the people of our time, requires that we live and work in
dialogue, that we understand and practise the art of communication
(using the latest technology as far as possible), and that we never turn
our backs on the issues which leave so many people in our nation
impoverished and powerless to change their lives. If we are to tackle
the immense social problems that face us it is essential that we find a
modus vivendi within the church itself. What we proclaim to others we
must be already practising among ourselves. Once again, Vatican II
points the way:

Such a mission to [enlighten the whole world] requires us
first of all to create in the church itself mutual esteem,
reverence and harmony, and acknowledge all legitimate
diversity; in this way all who constitute the one people of
God will be able to engage in ever more fruitful dialogue,
whether they are pastors or other members of the faithful.
For the ties which unite the faithful together are stronger
than those which separate them: let there be unity in what
is necessary, freedom in what is doubtful, and charity in
everything (GS 92).

The latter words in the above paragraph come from Pope John XXIII
who ushered in the first pastoral Ecumenical Council. He did not want
any more anathemas (condemnations of those who err from the truth),
nor — despite heavy pressure on him from certain quarters — condem-
nations of ideologies, even that of Communism which was at that time
a scourge in Eastern Europe, depriving people of their basic human
rights and persecuting those who opposed the regime the people
suffered under. Despite huge pressure from certain Arab states — and
even from bishops living in those countries — he wanted to scrub away
the anti-Semitism of centuries of Christian prejudice. Under his inspi-
ration the bishops at the Council accepted that the church ‘rejects
nothing of what is true and holy in these religions’ (Nostra Aetate 2).°
In these and many other ways John XXIII, an expert in church history,
kept to the tradition of the Catholic Church, and yet at the same time
caused a rupture from certain traditions which smacked of discrimi-

> Declaration on the Relation of the Church to Non-Christian Religions
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nation among and intolerance of the other. As can be seen in his
chapter, The Living Tradition of the Church Fixed and Mobile,
Rodney follows the pope’s example by showing how

Tradition in the Catholic understanding is an ongoing
event in which the living faith is ‘handed down’ from
generation to generation. Thus what may seem like inno-
vation may be understood rather as the explication or
development of tradition.

That chapter is a fine example of how a theologian, like Pope John
XXIII, can hold on to the traditional teaching of the church which has
come down to us throughout the centuries, and at the same time can
bring the church up to date by discovering new ways of explaining
ancient truths. In this regard, in his speech by which he ushered in the
Second Council of the Vatican, good Pope John (as he was often
called) made an important distinction which is vital for the vocation of
theologians today: The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit
of faith is one thing, and the way in which it is presented is another
(1962:5; italics added). In these words the pontiff gave a kind of carte
blanche to the theologians who advised their bishops at the Council
(many of whom in the 1950s had been banned from teaching by the
Vatican curia, yet were personally invited to the Council by the Pope)
to research the tradition of the church, in the light of the scriptures,
and come up with a description of our faith (not definitions or
dogmas) which could be meaningful to contemporary people. As a
result the document on the church (Lumen Gentium) has as its basic
image, not the hierarchy but the equality of all the baptised who form
the people of God. The constitution on the liturgy was not about ritual
and rubrics but was concerned that in every celebration all the faithful
should be actively involved. Theologians persuaded the bishops that
members of other Christian Churches need to be seen as ‘separated
brethren’. And so the list goes on.

Theologically, Pope John XXIII was persuading the bishops,
and their periti (expert theologians) to regard tradition as an on-going
process. We have inherited a rich tradition from centuries of Christian
faith which has been lived out in words and deeds. It is the duty of
theologians to imbibe that tradition (¢raditio means to ‘pass on’) and
develop it. In this way they pass it on, further enriched, to the next
XV



generation. Pope John’s call for aggiornamento was an invitation to
theologians to pull us out of the mire in which we might be stuck and
bring the church up to date. To be relevant it is essential to speak the
language which can be understood by contemporary people.

There is a third element, though, in this essential task of
traditio: the role of the laity. In his chapter Rodney Moss, turning to
the rich writing of Blessed Cardinal Henry Newman, points out that
prophetic tradition — which theologians may regard as their particular
domain — pertains par excellence to the laity because faith is primarily
lived and only later formulated. It was for this reason that Newman
regarded it appropriate to consult those who hold such a spiritual
treasure of discernment in their Christian lives. As Rodney points out,
Newman saw the role of the laity as an indispensable part in voicing
the infallible teaching of the church.

Theologians clearly have no easy task. They need to steer
between the guidance of the Magisterium and the manifestly lived
belief of the laity. Subsequently they express in fresh language the
ancient beliefs of the church. They are required to be steeped in a
prayerful relationship with Christ, immersed in the scriptures and
knowledgeable of the church’s tradition. They investigate the church’s
irreformable doctrines and struggle to give them comprehensibility in
a world which is longing for meaning. Blessed Pope John XXIII has
blazed the way forward for us. In the same speech by which he opened
Vatican II he emphasised that the days of severity and condemnations
are over. He said: ‘Violence inflicted on others ...is of no help at all in
finding a happy solution to the grave problems which afflict’ people.
‘Nowadays’, he continued, the church prefers to ‘make use of the
medicine of mercy’. He stressed that the validity of the church’s
teaching will be accepted by others if it is demonstrated by the way
we live. This is the nature of theology.

There is much discussion in the church today about the
respective roles of theologians and the Magisterium. Donum Veritatis
makes it clear that ‘theology and the Magisterium are of diverse
natures and missions and cannot be confused ... They fulfil two vital
roles in the church which must interpenetrate and enrich each other for
the service of the People of God’ (DV 40). Theology is guided by the
church’s teaching authority, and the Magisterium is fed by theology. It
is not the role of theology to present fixed solutions to contentious
issues, but rather to investigate, stretch the boundaries, and suggest
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both old (so often forgotten) and new ways of understanding the faith
which has been handed down from Jesus and the apostles. Likewise,
church authority needs to allow theologians the freedom to reflect and
challenge, actions without which the verbal and written expressions of
the faith would become stale, unattractive and even meaningless.
Theologians ‘have the responsibility to participate in the building up
of Christ’s Body in unity and truth. Their contribution is needed more
than ever, for evangelization on a world scale requires the efforts of
the whole People of God’ (DV 40).

This has been the task of the Catholic Theological Society of
Southern Africa for decades. It is a calling which Rodney Moss has
pursued with intellectual honesty and scientific rigour. This Fest-
schrift is one more step on that journey. Not only does this book
honour one of South Africa’s leading theologians, it also contains
efforts by a few of his colleagues to further contribute to the study of
‘the ancient doctrine of the deposit of faith’ and present it in contem-
porary language that may respond to the challenging issues of the day
and thus contribute to the building up of the community of faith.
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Revd. Icof. Dodney YNoss

Fr. Brian Southward
Catholic priest of the Archdiocese of Durban

Give Rodney a screw-driver and an electrical appliance which needs
attention to the plug, and he will very quickly hand it back with a
slightly hurt and somewhat bemused look on his face. ‘I don’t do such
things’, he would say scornfully. On the other hand, ask him to
explain something related to science and religion, and he will literally
quiver with excitement, and launch forth into a clear and concise
description of the topic. At the same time he would make sure, like a
good teacher, that you are following his argument.

Such is the man who grew up between 1942 and 1960 with two
sisters and his parents, in a small village called Bellair, about 20kms
south and west of Durban. In those days Bellair was a genteel place
with large houses and gardens, tree-lined lanes and exciting places for
a young boy to explore. A somewhat different place today!

There, Rodney attended the local primary school, and although
he had been baptised in the Catholic Church, went at his father’s
insistence to the Methodist and later the Anglican Church. St Patrick’s
Catholic Church — a lovely late Victorian building served by the
Oblates of Mary Immaculate — was the eventual scene of his First
Holy Communion and Confirmation at the rather late age of fifteen
years — after his father had relented from his insistence on a good
Protestant upbringing.

Bellair was on what was known in those days as the old main
line — a railway line running from Pinetown, and stopping at numerous
other small stations all the way to central Durban. Rodney later caught
that train everyday on his way to high school — DHS — a boys’ only
school on the Berea. Durban High School had a very good name for
cricket, rugby, athletics and to a lesser degree, academics. It was a
favourite school for the sons of north coast sugar farmers, who happily
boarded there, and looked down upon day boys.

This was not Rodney’s favourite time, being much more
interested in academic subjects than sport. He never achieved a place
in the 1% or 2™ or even 3™ rugby teams, but he was already showing
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signs of excellence in class work, particularly English, History and
Physical Science. Such were the seeds of his later academic career
sown!

His re-entry into the Catholic Church at the age of fifteen was
also the moment when he felt the first stirrings of a vocation to the
priesthood. But this was to become manifest quite a number of years
later. After completion of his Matric, parental pressure steered him
away from service in the Church to another vocation — teaching. But
this was not a decision to be decried, because as we know, Rodney is
an excellent teacher. Not of Mathematics or Geography, but in the
area of Theology. So, his ideas about serving God in the priesthood
were for a while put on hold.

Rodney is often teased about his first appointment. It was to
Weston Agricultural School in the Natal Midlands, a school for
farming boys, and those interested in the outdoor life. Surprisingly,
might 1 say, Rodney enjoyed his spell of three years there, even
becoming coach of the water polo team and swimming! The lessons
he learnt there I am sure, were patience, understanding, and a keen
desire to help those struggling to cope in an atmosphere of high
expectations.

A call to his Britishness resuited in a move to England, where
he then taught at a Catholic School for two years. In his free time,
Rodney became a rover, in that he travelled extensively up and down
Britain in his little car, and one man tent. During these trips he visited
ruined Abbeys, such as Tintern, cathedrals both Anglican and Catho-
lic, and all the other places much loved by those with a cultural and
religious bent. These he still remembers, and has in fact re-visited
over the years many times.

The atmosphere of ancient Christianity, and an ever growing
love for history, especially English and the Monarchy, rekindled his
desire to become a priest. Would he enter the well established Catho-
lic Church in England, or return to his native land?

Fortunately for us, he decided to return to Africa, spent one year
at Prince Edward School in Zimbabwe, then to Weston Agricultural
College for a further eighteen months, while he discerned his voca-
tion. No doubt the pastoral scene that surrounded the College, with
cattle and sheep grazing on green, lush pastures, was the impetus he
needed to offer himself as a future shepherd — for God’s people.



It was during this time that Rodney had ambitions as a
Thespian, and he directed and took part in a number of plays, espe-
cially enjoying Shakespeare. The boys at the school, and later the
young men at the Seminary, appreciated his efforts and supported him.
A loss to the stage, but a gain for the Church!

So, at the age of twenty nine, mature and a well-educated man,
he applied for admission to the National Seminary in Pretoria. Arch-
bishop Denis Hurley must have rejoiced at the keenness, and suita-
bility of such a candidate! His destiny was being determined, and his
vocation was firmly established.

St John Vianney Seminary is the Major Seminary in South
Africa, to which all aspiring Diocesan students are sent for Philoso-
phical and Theological studies. At that time, the Franciscans were in
charge with well-known and much loved characters such as Bona-
venture Hinwood, Fergus Barrett, and Isidore Maher on the staff.
Rodney took to this new environment and challenge with great
enthusiasm, and soon established himself as both a character and a
leader amongst staff and fellow students alike. The year was 1971,
and much was happening in the political life of South Africa, and in
the Church. Both of these had a profound effect on him, and were to
add further to the person he has become. For some reason or other
Rodney was never conscripted into service in the Army, but he was
keenly aware of events unfolding in the final 20 years of apartheid.
Archbishop Hurley’s stance against social injustice is well-known,
and Rodney fully supported his work for the oppressed in South
Africa. He frequently visited the students at the Seminary, and
encouraged these young men to look beyond their own relatively
comfortable and well-off lives to the needs of the forgotten — those
hidden from sight by the laws and customs of South Africa. The
example of Archbishop Hurley touched Rodney as it has done for
many others, and earned him the respect of all the students.

At that time too, the influence of the Second Vatican Council
was reaching the local Church, and of course, the Seminary. Rodney
took a keen interest in the events that were unfolding, but he has
commented many times since, that post-Vatican II developments
began to concern him; he felt then, and still does, that liturgical
reforms that were introduced, were not necessarily in accord with the
Council. He feels that they were implemented too quickly, with little
reflection, and in that would agree with Pope Benedict XVI.
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Already at that early stage of his priestly formation, his early
Protestant upbringing and influence, prior to his re-entry into the
Catholic Church, was leading him to feel that Catholicism was tending
towards individualism, rather than the communitarian. In other words,
he was already experiencing concern about a break in Catholic tradi-
tion. (Note, not traditionalism, with which he is not in agreement).
This early concern of his is apparent in his later articles and research
papers.

For example, he felt that the Church was not dealing sufficient-
ly with core issues of faith, such as Trinity and Christology. There was
a growing tendency to be concerned with immediate, present pro-
blems, rather than what was distinctively Catholic. This led him to
explore the work of people such as De Lubac, Von Balthasar,
Ratzinger and others interested in a more Patristic approach. Here we
see once again the seeds of his later interest in Tradition, Patristics and
Christology.

Also, in those post-Vatican II days, he became interested in
Catholic Social Thought. This led to a concern about certain aspects of
Liberation Theology in South America, feeling that it was deviating
from its Catholic roots, and too much influenced by Marxism. On the
other hand, Rodney felt that the Lutheran Theologian Moltmann was
more inserted into Christian Tradition.

Rodney has always been concerned about what was distinctive
about the Christian message — what it could give to the world that
current thinking cannot do. He continues to this day to recognise that
mere secular ideologies can never serve the world effectively.

His spiritual development in those days was based therefore on
his interest in Patristics, which in turn led him to St. Augustine, the
spiritual and theological love of his life. He found one who appre-
ciated the secular (as he does) and yet saw its limitations. The Chris-
tian Gospel contained the embryonic fullness of truth which lies ahead
in the eschaton. Yet, the possibility of truth is a yardstick to critically
assess the present and contemporary.

So whilst at St John Vianney Seminary it is very clear that
Rodney was developing a keen love of Theology and Church History.
At the end of his studies in Pretoria, he was successful in writing the
BD examination awarded by Urbaniana Pontifical University in
Rome. He was well on his way to his academic career even before
ordination to the priesthood.
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Archbishop Denis Hurley ordained Rodney at Holy Trinity
Parish on 6 December 1974, and the young ordinand remembers this
day with clarity and great joy. He was subsequently appointed
assistant priest at that parish, under the critical eye of Fr. Peter Paola.
This was a three-year period during which there was all the excite-
ment of implementing Vatican II. Rodney often refers to this time as
one of experimentation, and has remarked that priests and laity alike
were not sufficiently prepared for the subsequent changes which were
introduced rather haphazardly. However, he was also able during this
period to pursue his interest with the other Churches on the Berea, and
developed a number of meaningful ecumenical relationships.

Having successfully proved himself, and after gathering many
ardent admirers amongst the parishioners at Holy Trinity, he was
appointed Parish Priest at Queensburgh and Bellair Parishes. He is
well remembered and much loved by the people he served there for
the next three years. It was his first time on his own in a parish, and in
his usual calm but determined way built up a community which
responded to his enthusiasm and drive. He did not however confine
himself to pastoral matters, but studied privately at Westville Univer-
sity for a Masters Degree in Theology. His research project was: St
Augustine’s City of God and the German Theologian Moltmann. The
title of the Research paper was Eschatology and the Political Order: A
Comparative Study of Moltmann and Augustine’s City of God. Before
he could complete this however he was asked to go to St Paul’s in
Ottawa, Canada, to study Canon Law.

As usual, Rodney agreed immediately, and spent two years
there, after which he gained a Licentiate in Canon Law with special
emphasis on marriage. On his return he went back to his previous
parish at Queensburgh for less than a year. He was needed to take over
at St Joseph’s Parish, Morningside, and moved in as Parish Priest in
1984. This was yet another very busy assignment for him, in a very
large inner-city parish — but he once again tackled it with great vigour
and enthusiasm. In the midst of all his pastoral work, he completed his
Masters Degree and also was appointed Associate Judicial Vicar in the
Marriage Tribunal under Fr. Charles Langlois.

Archbishop Hurley then asked him in 1987 to go to St Peter’s
Seminary, Hammanskraal, which he accepted readily. For the fol-
lowing few years he taught theological subjects to students for the
priesthood, was appointed Vice-Rector, and Dean of Studies. His
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amazing capacity for work and study seemed to have no limits,
because during this time he worked on a Doctorate, which he com-
pleted at the end of 1990. The title of his work was: Truth as Antici-
pation; Moltmann and Popper on the Concept of Openness. This
important document dealt with the emerging dialogue between science
and religion — a subject in which he remains passionate and up to date.
It must be remembered that this was a time of crisis in South Africa.
The political turmoil even resulted in the closure of the seminary for a
period. However, Rodney continued in his faithful service to the
Church and remained steadfast in his studies and lectures. This was
also a time when he had to make monthly visits to Durban, to attend
meetings of the Marriage Tribunal.

His extremely busy schedule at St. Peter’s Seminary came to an
end with his appointment in 1991 as Parish Priest of Holy Trinity, the
place of his ordination! This was to be a ten-year period of continuing
activity, not only in the very busy parish, where he gained many
friends, but also as the newly appointed Judicial Vicar. Many, many
cases of annulment went through his capable hands, and under his
guidance. He also taught at St Joseph’s, Cedara, with special emphasis
on Canon Law. It is very clear that he became overworked, and was
in need of a break.

This he took in the form of a Sabbatical Year, during which he
travelled quite extensively to America, Canada, New Zealand and
Australia. On his return he continued reading and doing research into
his beloved subjects of science and religion. In 1999 St Augustine’s
College of South Africa had opened its doors amidst great
expectations and joy, so it was not surprising that at the end of his
sabbatical, Rodney was approached to join the staff there. He accepted
this, and was immediately appointed to organise the programme in
Theology, which was on offer at the College.

His tenure at St. Augustine’s, until May 2012 — a period of ten
years — has seen him produce a prolific output of research papers. He
has now returned to the Archdiocese of Durban, having retired from
this full-time appointment. This has not left him though without any
work as he continues to assist there on a part-time capacity.

He has remarked to me recently that he is as busy as ever! And
I can vouch for that. People continue to beat a path to his door for his
advice, his assistance in their post-graduate degrees, and to keep in
touch with a man who has so much to offer. When will he slow down?
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Where to next for Rodney? I have no doubt that he will
continue to pursue his many and varied interests with great enthusiasm
well into the future. I also have no doubt that the many people he has
met and helped over the years will seek him out — for advice, to share
a little bit of gossip, and mostly to enjoy a glass of wine with him. He
certainly has much to give still and intends to continue what for him
has been a fulfilling life, and what for the rest of us has been a life of

generous service and commitment. I look forward to seeing that
unfold.
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The living tradition of the church:
Fixed and mobile

Prof. Rodney Moss'
Department of Theology, Philosophy, St. Augustine College,
Johannesburg, South Africa

Introduction

Tradition in the Catholic sense should not be understood as static but,
rather, as fluid. Tradition is not the enemy of innovation. In this article
[ hope to establish that tradition in the understanding of Dei Verbum is
dynamic in the sense that there is no absolutely clear boundary
between tradition and innovation. Rather, tradition in the Catholic
understanding is an ongoing event in which the living faith is handed
down from generation to generation. Thus what may seem like
innovation may be understood rather as the explication or develop-
ment of tradition.

This article will begin with an analysis of the concept of
tradition using as a springboard the Congarian sense of tradition as an
act of transmission and development. Next the relationship between
scripture and tradition will be explored in terms of Dei Verbum. They
constitute a single reality. Scripture is the written witness to the wider
tradition and at the same time the norm by which the true and living
tradition is discerned. Conversely, tradition is the essential context for
the interpretation of scripture. The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church (1993) will provide valuable insights into how the Church and
her living tradition is the privileged context for understanding
scripture since according to Dei Verbum (#7) scripture and the Church
are inextricably linked.

In the next section the patristic roots of the above relationship in
Irenaeus of Lyon will illustrate an early source for the close relation-
ship between tradition as the life of the Church and scripture. Irenaeus
effectively refuses to separate the authority of scripture and the task of
biblical interpretation from the community of the church.

' Prof Rodney Moss is Emeritus Professor at St. Augustine College Johannesburg,

South Africa.
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Next, Newman’s Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine
prepares the ground for Vatican II’s treatment of tradition. On the one
hand he provided a way of testing later doctrinal positions against
their correspondence to the original deposit of Christian revelation and
on the other hand he was open to development and unafraid of new
ideas and priorities for he trusted the Spirit’s infallible ability to
enable the Church to eventually reach the truth.

Finally, I will consider the contribution of John Thiel's book
Senses of Tradition to the contemporary debate on tradition.
Beginning with the literal truth which represents the most basic and
fundamental beliefs of the Catholic community, he moves next to
development-in-continuity which recognises doctrinal development
through history as not necessarily a simple rephrasing of the primor-
dial apostolic deposit of faith but as a real growth in insight. Dramatic
development is a sense of tradition that moves beyond the first and
second stages outlined above to a more radical mutation and either
fades away or changes significantly for it lacks durability. The fourth
sense is incipient development which attempts to handle what may be
termed the arrival of the new. This new development is not universally
accepted.

The nature of tradition

Any contemporary understanding of Catholic tradition must start with
tradition as a communicative practice. Indeed in Congar's definition of
tradition it is first a process of the communication (of tradition) which
he calls transmission. Tradition means, in itself, a transmission from
person to person. ...Tradition is not primarily to be defined by a
particular material object, but by the act of transmission, and its
content is simply id quod traditum est, id quod traditur (1967:296).
Yet Congar treats Tradition, too, as history and development.

This Tradition is development as well as transmission. It
is impossible that the religious relationship of men with
God should be perceived without its substance bearing
fruit. That which was received and professed in baptism
becomes in the context of Christian life, praise, service,
witness, response and decision (Congar 1967:266).



Congar has noted that while Tradition is preservative, it is not
something unproductive because as a deposit of faith it can be grasped
only within a living communion whose richness can only be partially
expressed at the level of explicit understanding (1967:318; cf. 319-
321. 327). He insists that the development of doctrine is not mere
historical or secular awareness or consciousness but a sensus fidei, a
sense of the faithful a faculty of grasping the implications, not yet
elucidated, of a reality which is already in its possession (:318; cf. 39-
321. 327). Yet, far from being a reduction to the historical in Church
life the development of doctrine is definitely not a mere repetition of
the primitive fact or its statement (:366).

Indeed, historically then, tradition changes significantly. Tilley
notes: Historical investigations have shown that there are marked
shifts on the content of practice and beliefs we accept as ‘given’ on
the basis of tradition (Tilley 2000:27). In fact, we could say that
traditions mutate, sometimes radically as they are passed on. Tilley
further observes that

Traditions are simply not found. They cannot be found
because they are not content alone. Traditio is a commu-
nicative praxis. Its particular content may be the tradi-
tional material communicated, but the content is subject
to the process of communication, including transmission
and reception (Tilley 2000:36).

Historically, traditions can and do change significantly for there are
marked shifts in the content of practices and beliefs that have been
regarded as given on the basis of tradition. Tilley states that there are
three distinct components involving the process of tradition — the
agent who hands over, that which is handed over and the receiving
agent of what is handed over (Tilley 2000:28). For instance a verbally
expressed concept of tradition may be translated not only from one
language to another but additionally from one historical context to
another and in the process be connected to different concepts in order
to aid incarnation in different cultures. In such circumstances, then,
can the concept mean exactly the same thing (:34)? The Second



Vatican Council recognised that the language used to express doctrine
can change its meaning and require a restatement.? Tilley comments:

In fact, there is reason to believe there may be a real
instability in whatever formulations one might choose as
expressing the ‘core’ of a tradition such as the ‘deposit of
faith’, the ‘core’ of the Catholic tradition. The contexts in
which that ‘core’ is expressed radically affect the expres-
sion; and if there is a ‘deposit of faith> or another ‘core’
of a tradition, there can be no direct access to that ‘core’.
All communicable expressions are necessarily contex-
tualized expressions (Tilley 2000:35).

However, as noted earlier, tradition is more than verbal or conceptual
formulation. Traditions are ‘communications systems’ that provide
both a relative stability and additionally a relative flexibility in order
to cope with novel and different cultural contexts. Tradition is always
a living tradition involving people, beliefs, practices and cultures. The
living and reciprocal interaction between these components of
dynamic tradition will on the one hand shape people and on the other
hand people will reshape the tradition they receive (Tilley 2000:45).
Indeed, Schreiter suggests that the imaginative transgression of boun-
daries may reshape traditions. ‘Thus, when Jesus rearranged the boun-
daries concerning who would have a place in the kingdom of God,
who would have the first place and the last, a distinctively different
image of what it meant to be a part of the chosen arose’ (Schreiter
1985:66).

Tradition is at core praxis. Tilley contends that Catholic
tradition

[c]an be very formally construed as that set of enduring
practices in which the members of the Church (however
understood, but especially as the body of Christ and the

‘Consequently, if, in various times and circumstances, there have been
deficiencies in moral conduct or in Church discipline, or even in the way Church
teaching has been formulated — to be carefully distinguished from the deposit of
faith itself — these should be set right at the opportune moment and in the proper
way.” Unitatis Redintegratio #6.



people of God), strive for the sanctity of life charac-
terised by discipleship. ...The Catholic tradition, then,
can be seen primarily as a set of practices that, when,
engaged in properly, shape people into a communion of
saints (Tilley 2000:58).

We could perhaps better understand tradition as an amalgam of
complex practices involving belief, attitude, action and practices.

In summary, then, tradition cannot be simply reduced to
traditio, (what is transmitted). Beliefs are never independent of
practice. Indeed we become what we practice. Avery Dulles (1992), in
his understanding of symbols in the Catholic Intellectual Tradition,’
claims that ‘revelation never occurs in a purely interior experience or
an unmediated encounter with God. It is always mediated through
symbol’ (:131). Revelation for Dulles is never independent of
tradition, for it is internal to tradition.

In the next section the integral and living relationship between
scripture and tradition will clarify further the nature of tradition as
foundation, content and mode of the historical consciousness of the
Church.

Scripture and tradition

The concluding part of the last section stated clearly that revelation is
inextricably linked to tradition. The integral, and indeed, living
relationship between scripture and tradition is the locus of revelation.
As observed earlier, tradition in catholic understanding is an ongoing
event in which the faith is ‘handed down’ from generation to genera-
tion. Scripture, as written tradition, is part of that ‘handing down’,
especially its interpretation through the Christian ages. However,
tradition cannot be reduced to scripture as it is wider and prior to
scripture. John Thiel notes:

3 See Tilley 2000:123-151. The Catholic Intellectual Tradition is much broader than

theology, especially theological orthodoxy. Tilley deals with five aspects of this
tradition: Analogical Imagination (Tracy: 1981); Universal Hope; An Inclusive
Community; A Public Church and A Gracious God.

7



The kerygma that took shape in the writings of the New
Testament was first proclaimed in the faith, hope, and joy
of the earliest Christians. In their stories of Jesus, their
liturgical prayers, their testimonies of conversion, and
their exhortations to discipleship, the first Christians at
once formulated the claims that would receive written
and revelatory shape in the many genres of the New
Testament and initiated the “handing down’ of the faith in
the very acts of voicing, enacting, and relating these
claims (Thiel 2000:14).

Indeed, the written tradition, the scriptures, became the most authori-
tative expression of what tradition ‘handed down’. ‘Scripture and
tradition, then, represented not different avenues to the truth of Jesus
Christ but rather truthful authorities mediated in a common ecclesial
life’ (Thiel 2000:15).

Scripture and Tradition can be seen to constitute a single reality,

the historical consciousness of the Church insofar as this
is explicitly appropriated and deliberately transmitted
from generation to generation with the intention that what
is transmitted will function as effective historical
consciousness in the ongoing experience of the Church
(Schneiders 1999:81).

Scripture is then part of the witness to the wider tradition® but its
written character gives it a permanence that allows it to function as the
norm of that tradition. Emerging from that tradition, however, it is
interpreted from within and in terms of that tradition. Sandra
Schneiders expresses this dialectical relationship in these words:
‘Tradition is the essential context for the interpretation of scripture but
scripture is the norm by which the true and living tradition is
discerned’ (1999:86).

Tradition ... is more original, more inclusive, and fuller as witness to the funda-
mental revelation. It includes the New Testament (and the distinctively Christian
understanding of the Jewish scriptures as the Christian Old Testament) as the
expression in written form of that which was considered most essential in apos-
tolic tradition (Schneiders 1999:81).



While the Second Vatican Council recognised very explicitly
that the work of biblical interpretation belongs to the Church as
community, that is, to the whole body of the faithful, it reserved the
final authority in interpretation to the hierarchy. It was seen that the
Magisterium, or teaching authority of the Church, would on occasions
have to make binding decisions about the meaning of revelation in
particular circumstances. However, it was seen by the same council
that the Magisterium, like the rest of the church, was subject to the
Word and not in control of it.’

However, the ecclesial interpretation of scripture can be carried
out only within the context of tradition:

Tradition is carried by the church as a whole, by its faith,
its liturgical celebrations, its spirituality, its ministerial
involvement, as well as by official doctrine. It is only in
solidarity with the whole church, that is, under the
effective historical consciousness of the Church as a
whole, that ecclesially valid interpretations of scripture
can be achieved (Schneiders 1999:86).

Attention will now turn to an important magisterial document, The
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church (1993) in order to confirm
the conclusions reached above. There are twenty principles of Catho-
lic interpretation which Peter S. Williams (Williams 2003:327) identi-
fies in this document but this article will address only a few principles
relevant to this research.

‘What characterises Catholic exegesis is that it
deliberately places itself within the living tradition of the
church, whose first concern is fidelity to revelation attes-
ted by the Bible’ (The Interpretation of the Bible in the
Church (IBC):111b).

‘The believing community, the People of God, provide
the truly adequate context for interpreting Scripture’
(IBC: 1.c.1.g).

> “Yet this Magisterium is not superior to the Word of God, but is its servant. It

teaches only what is handed down’ (DV #10).
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‘Scripture took shape within the traditions of the faith of
Israel and the early Church and contributed, in turn to the
development of the tradition’ (IBC: 111.A.3.1).

‘The Scriptures belong to the entire Church (IBC:
1.B.3.1) and all the members of the Church have a role in
the interpretation of Scripture’ (IBC: 111.B.3.b).

‘Church authority is responsible to see that interpretation
remains faithful to the Gospel and the great tradition, and
the Magisterium exercises a role of final authority if
occasions require it” (IBC: 1.c.1.g).

‘Catholic exegesis deliberately places itself within the
stream of the living tradition of the Church (IBC: 111.b)
and seeks to be faithful to the revelation handed on by the
great tradition, of which the Bible is itself a witness’
(IBC conclusion e).

‘Within the living tradition, the fathers of the Church
have a foundational place, having drawn from the whole
of Scripture the basic orientation which shaped the doc-
trinal tradition of the Church, and having provided a rich
theological teaching for the instruction and spiritual
sustenance of the faithful’ (IBC:111.B.2.b).

It is worthy of note that the Biblical Commission identified the
Fathers® contribution as threefold: defining the canon of Scripture,
drawing the Church’s basic doctrinal orientations from Scripture and
providing a biblical interpretation that is theologically rich and
spiritually sustaining (Williams 2003:8).

The Biblical Commission’s 1993 document provides official
confirmation of the fact that extra-biblical tradition provided and still
provides an authority that, on the one hand, complements scripture
and yet, on the other hand, provides a context in which scripture is
read, lived and handed down to the next generation of believers.

In the next section we turn to an early source, Irenaeus of Lyon
in his dispute with Gnostic Christians, in order to find the early roots
of an integral and living relationship between God’s one revelation in
10



scripture and tradition as lived within the Christian community and
‘passed on’ to subsequent generations of Christians.

Irenaeus and tradition.

The Fathers of the Church considered tradition to be the faithful
preservation and passing on of the Gospel from generation to
generation of believers. Moreover, they believed that this saving
Gospel could be understood clearly, faithfully and correctly across the
generations. This gospel included more than the apostolic canonical
documents; it included also the practices and beliefs contained in the
Church’s rule of faith (regula fidei). William Abrahams expresses the
relationship thus:

We might sum up by thinking of the varied canonical
traditions as different elements in the production of a
grand symphony. The music which results is the music of
salvation which naturally transposes itself into hymns of
praise. Some of the canonical tradition, like the water, oil,
bread, and wine of the sacraments, represents various
instruments in the orchestra of the Church. Some, like
Fathers and bishops, represent various players. Some,
like liturgical material, represent the scores, which are
best followed according to the programme notes which
accompany them. Everyone involved in the orchestra
must approach his or her role in a spirit of humility and
dependence, of joy and praise. Most important of all,
everyone must heed and be open to the leading of the
great conductor, the Holy Spirit, who, through the use of
the canonical tradition of the Church, creates within the
participants the melody of Christ the Saviour, a music
which leads ineluctably into the unfathomable, unspeak-
able mystery of the living God (Abraham 2002:55).

Irenaeus, bishop of Lyon in the second century AD, is a clear
exponent of this ‘grand symphony’. Again, to his Gnostic opponents
he strongly asserted the authority of Scripture and the Church and her
tradition. Various Gnostic teachers claimed to possess a secret divine
authority for their particular doctrines and often taught that they had

11



received secret revelations handed down to them by the apostles.
Irenaeus writes: “They tell us, however, that this knowledge has not
been openly divuiged, because all are not capable of receiving it, but
has been mystically revealed by the Saviour through means of
parables to those qualified for understanding it (Irenaeus: 1.3.1. ANF
1.319).

Irenaeus insists that there is no need to go beyond the apostles
in search of additional revelation. As he sees the position, the apostles
possessed ‘perfect knowledge... For, after our Lord rose from the
dead, the apostles were invested with power from on high when the
Holy Spirit came down upon them, were filled with all his gifts, and
had perfect knowledge’ (Irenaeus:3.1.1).

Irenaeus understood the situation such that revelation to the
apostles was intimately linked to the Holy Spirit and divinely inspired
in such a way that apostolic testimony was the Word of God. Further,
Irenaeus would not separate the authority of Scripture and the task of
biblical interpretation from the community of the church itself. The
Gnostic error, for Irenaeus, lay in the failure to join themselves to the
Church. Irenaeus explains:

... this gift of God has been entrusted to the Church, as
breath was to the first created man, for this purpose, that
all the members receiving it may be vivified; and the
[means of] communion with Christ has been distributed
throughout it, that is, the Holy Spirit ...the means of
confirming our faith, and the ladder of ascent to God
(Irenaeus: 3.24.1 ANF 1.458).

Irenaeus is convinced that because the Gnostics deserted the church in
their quest for ‘knowledge’, they have forfeited the spirit and the life
of Christ. ‘For where the church is, there is the Spirit of God; and
where the Spirit of God is, there is the Church’ (Irenaeus: 3.22 ANF
1.415). It is then within the church that the traditions (the teachings of
the apostles) have been faithfully preserved and passed on, rather than
within the Gnostic communities.

It is within the power of all, therefore, in every Church,
who may wish to see the truth, to contemplate clearly the

tradition of the apostles manifested throughout the whole
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world; and we are in a position to reckon up those who
were by the apostles instituted in the Churches and [to
demonstrate] the success of these men to our own times
(Irenaeus: 3.3.1 ANF 1.415).

The apostolic tradition flowed from the apostolic teaching and had
been handed down publicly by them in their writings to specific
Christian leaders who in turn were to pass on and preserve that same
truth faithfully. Whatever the church chooses to say must find its roots
in the apostolic tradition. The Gnostics refused to submit to apostolic
doctrine as taught in the Scriptures and preserved by the Church.
Gnostic doctrine itself is confused and ‘scattered here and there
without agreement or connection’ (Irenaeus: 5.20.1 ANF 1.548). The
remedy for this willful blindness is to run ‘to the Church...be brought
up in her bosom, and be nourished with the Lord’s Scriptures’
(Irenaeus: 5.20.2 ANF 1.548).

In this section we have noted how at an early period in the
history of the Church, Irenaeus testifies that the content of the
apostolic tradition was already identifiable and Scriptural interpreta-
tion was bound to the community of the Church itself. Failure to read
Scripture well on the part of the Gnostics arose from their failure to
Join themselves to the Church where the Spirit is.

In the next section we skip certainly more than a thousand years
to Newman’s development of Christian doctrine. We will observe that
essential tradition conserves essential values even though subject to
developmental change. Indeed, Newman anticipates Dei Verbum in
teaching that Scripture is interpreted by tradition, tradition is verified
by Scripture.

Newman and tradition

Newman’s Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (1845)
presents tradition and development as clearly not mutually exclusive,
but rather, mutually related. Essential or core tradition conserves
essential truths and values even though they continue to be subject to
developmental change. Newman expresses the idea thus:

In time it enters upon strange territory; points of controversy
alter their bearing; parties rise and fall about it; dangers and
13



hopes appear in new relations, and old principles reappear under
new forms; it changes with them in order to remain the same. In
a higher world it is otherwise; but here below to live is to
change, and to be perfect is to have changed often (Newman
1968:1.1.7. 40).

Newman’s contribution is in no small measure responsible for the
Dominican theologian Nicholas Lash’s comment: ‘One of the factors
that has contributed most powerfully to the strong convergence, in
recent years, of Catholic and Protestant positions...has been a recovery
of a far richer, more flexible, and more traditional concept of tradi-
tion’ (Lash 1975:122).

Anticipating later scriptural exegesis, Newman would hold that
the doctrine of development relates not only to tradition, as such, but
to Scripture. Thus the prophecies and types of the Old Testament
would have to be interpreted in the light of Christ (Sullivan 1993:39).
If scripture is written tradition, then, tradition is the interpreter of
Scripture. This means that ‘the bible does not carry with it its own
interpretation’,’ rather ‘the testimony of past ages’, (Harrold
1948:122, quoted in Brimer 1961:158) is the background in terms of
which Scripture is to be understood. The very haphazard structure of
Scripture presents a serious problem of interpretation: the intrinsic
structure is itself unmethodical and irregular’ and many insights
related to revelation lie hidden beneath the surface and are contained
in scripture only implicitly and indirectly. In Newman’s view the
doctrine taught by the living tradition came at the same time as scrip-
ture and provided the necessary help to understand Scripture. How-
ever, there is a dialectical relationship between Scripture and tradition:
on the one hand, no writings could have become canonical without
reflecting the faith and teaching of the universal Church and, on the

The Via Media of the Anglican Church: Vol I. Lectures on the Prophetical Office
of the Church. Viewed Relatively to Romanism and Popular Protestantism (1837),
245, quoted in Gunter Brimer, Newman on Tradition. London: Bums & Oates.
1961, 158.

Discussions and Arguments on Various Subjects (1872), 142 quoted in Gunter
Brimer, Newman on Tradition. London: Burns & Oates. 1961, 156.
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other hand, tradition may not contradict Scripture for ‘what is written
is a safeguard to what is unwritten’.®

To clarify further Newman’s view on the relationship of
Scripture and tradition Brimer provides the following summary:

According to Newman, revelation is a great and fertile
idea, some aspects of which have been made explicit,
while others have still to be unfolded. These aspects are
presented and preserved in Scripture and in tradition, in
written and oral form, ... scripture contains particulars
which were not taken over by tradition, and tradition
<ontains truths which do not lie on the surface of
scripture (Brimer 1961:164).

A clarification of the relationship between Scripture and tradition
prepares the ground for a deeper view of tradition. Tradition is,
indeed, the life of the church, moving and developing, ever penetrated
by the Spirit. Newman sees tradition as the conscience of the Church.
As the individual Christian possesses in his/her conscience a firm and
prescribed norm of conduct, so by analogy, does the church in tradi-
tion have an inviolable rule of faith (or instinct of faith) which she
must keep. In Newman’s terms this instinct of faith is described as the
illative sense (1870:360). This sense is the power of judging about
truth and error using memories, probabilities, associations, testimonies
and mere impressions in order to reason and conclude but without the
aid of explicit analysis. The illative sense applied to the Church, then,
is the principle of tradition but the act of tradition as a process. Gunter
Brimer provides the following analogy: “Just as the Christian posses-
ses in his conscience a firm and prescribed norm of conduct, so too the
Church possesses in tradition an inviolable rule of faith, authoritative
in itself, which it must keep’ (Brimer 1961:147). Effectively, this
means tradition is the norm for the understanding and explanation of
revelation as a whole.’

Manuscripts of J.H. Newman dealing with Tradition from the Newman Archives
in the Oratory, Birmingham A, 13, 2, quoted in Brimer: 1961:160.

Discourses Addressed to Mixed Congregations (1849) 276 ff, quoted in Brimer
1961:148.
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Newman makes a distinction between episcopal tradition and
prophetic tradition. Episcopal tradition is primary, performing a
regulatory teaching role and comprises the creed and the Church’s
solemn rites and liturgies, all handed down from bishop to bishop.
This concept of tradition represents the static quality of tradition.
Prophetic tradition, on the other hand, led Newman to recognise the
dynamic element in tradition. This aspect of tradition involves those
who ‘interpret’ revelation. It develops and defines the mysteries of
faith, clarifies its documents and harmonises its content. Newman
expounds:

Apostles rule and preach, prophets expound. Prophets or
doctors are the interpreters of the revelation; they unfold
and define its mysteries, they illuminate its documents,
they harmonise its contents, they apply its promises.
Their teaching is a vast system not to be compromised in
one code or treatise, but consisting of a certain body of
Truth, permeating the church like an atmosphere,
irregular in its shape from its profusion and exuberance;
at times separable only in idea from Episcopal Tradition,
yet at times melting away into legend and fable; partly
written, partly unwritten, partly the interpretation, partly
the supplement of scripture, partly preserved in
intellectual expressions, partly latent in the spirit and
temper of Christians; poured to and fro in closets and
upon housetops, in liturgies, in controversial works, in
obscure fragments, in sermons. This I call the Prophetic
Tradition, existing primarily in the bosom of the Church
itself, and recorded in the writings of eminent men.'°

These two strains of tradition never exist in isolation. Prophetic
tradition, however, pertains par excellence to the laity because it is
primarily lived and not formulated. Newman realised that as the laity
share in a particular way in the prophetic tradition of the Church, it is
appropriate to consult those who hold such a spiritual treasure of
discernment in their Christian lives.

' J.H. Newman, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, ed, Parker
(1837), 266.
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The faithful are a ‘body of evidence’ since they are witnesses to
the reception of revealed doctrine. Their consensus is a real and
indispensable part of the voice of the infallible Church. Newman was
always concerned to show that the infallible teaching of the Church
resides in the whole community of the faithful and not exclusively
with the hierarchy. These two elements ‘are put together, as one
twofold testimony, illustrating each other and never to be divided’."
There is thus a mutuality in the learning process unfolding in the
living tradition between those who teach and those who are taught.
This is a spiritual sense which discerns what is part of the deposit of
faith, what is consonant with the apostolic faith. Emmanuel Sullivan
notes: ‘this crucial element in the church’s life of faith we might say
...1s an instinct for true faith in all the faithful by the grace of the Holy
Spirit’ (Sullivan 1993:59).

What of the Protestant concern for the corruption of the true
faith by tradition: which are genuine developments and which are
corruption of the Christian faith? Newman names seven characteristics
that distinguish true development from corruption.

The first is the preservation of type. He notes that ‘one cause of
corruption in religion is the refusal to follow the course of doctrine as
it moves on, an obstinacy in the notions of the past’ (Coulson
1961:177). Later in chapter six of the Essay, Newman, in an analysis
of the Church of the first six centuries in its struggle with various
heresies, identifies, by the application of the preservation of type, that
church with contemporary Catholicism (:321-322).

The second characteristic is the continuity of principles where
Newman works analogically from mathematics. He contrasts princi-
ples which are abstract and general with doctrine which deals with
facts. Doctrines grow, develop and are enlarged while principles
remain permanent. ‘A development, to be faithful, must retain both
the doctrine and the principle with which it started’ (Coulson
1961:181). As an example, he uses the incarnation which is able to
hold together dogma, faith, theology, the sacramental principle,
Scripture in the mystical sense, grace, asceticism, sin and mortifica-
tion leading to sanctification (:325-326). He contends that the Catholic

"' J.H. Newman, On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine, ed..J. Coulson.

1961:71.
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Church holds all these together in a continuity with the incarnation
which is its central truth and principle.

The power of assimilation uses an analogy from the physical
world. ‘In the physical world...life is characterised by growth ..It
grows by taking into its substance external materials; and this absorp-
tion or assimilation is completed when the materials appropriated
come to belong to it and enter into its unity’ (Coulson 1961:185). This
analogy is then applied to doctrines and ideas. Thus, ‘The stronger and
more living the idea, that is, the more able it is to dispense with
safeguards, and trust to itself against the dangers of corruption® (:188).
The Church is able to take into its system many things, both good and
bad. Its healthy constitution enables it to sort out the chaff from the
wheat.

Logical sequence is not syllogistic logic, but rather, the logic
that develops from life. It is an idea that affects all relationships:

An idea under one or other of its aspects grows in the
mind by remaining there; it becomes familiar and
distinct, and is viewed in its relations; it leads to other
aspects, and these again to others... and thus a body of
thought is gradually formed without his recognising what
is going on within him (Coulson 1961:190).

Only later are we able to see a true development, a development that is
both natural and harmonious (Coulson 1961:190-191).

Anticipation of the future captures the notion that the idea, that
is, Christianity, is living in that it assures development, is effective,
and makes new things happen. ‘Developments are in great measure
only aspects of the idea from which they proceed...[and] those later
and more systematic fulfilments are only in accordance with the
original idea’ (Coulson 1961:195-196). Moreover, ‘the faithfulness of
an ultimate development is its definite anticipation at an early period
in the history of the idea to which it belongs’ (:199). Thus Newman
relates certain Catholic practices, such as the veneration of relics, the
cult of Mary and the saints and the idea of martyrdom and virginity, to
legitimate developments from the incarnation and the resurrection
(:400-418).

A true development is a conservation of the past. ‘A true
development ... may be described as one which is conservative of the
18



course of antecedent developments being really those antecedents and
something beside them: it is an addition which illustrates, not
obscures, corroborates, not corrects, the body of thought from which it
proceeds’ (Coulson 1961:200).

Lastly, true changes display chronic vigour; they stand the test
of time; they persist, whereas changes that corrupt are transitory
(Coulson 1961:203). A corruption, if vigorous, like some heresies,
runs itself out quickly, and ends in death; on the other hand, if it lasts
it fails in vigour and passes into a decay (:437-438).

While ideas live in men’s minds, they are ever enlarging
into fuller development: they will not be stationary...
Corruption cannot, therefore, be of long standing; and
thus duration is another test of a faithful development
(Coulson 1961:203).

Thus a Christian community that retains its youthful vigour, in spite of
its antiquity, may be presumed to be authentic. Corruption, on the
other hand, of its very nature leads to stagnation and decay.

In conclusion, Newman, as we noted, trusted the Church’s basic
instinct for the true faith and her infallible ability to reach Christian
truth eventually by the Spirits guidance. He provided a way of testing
the authentic development of the Church’s tradition by testing later
doctrinal positions by their correspondence to the original deposit of
Christian revelation. On the other hand, tradition, for Newman, was
open to development; consequently, he was never afraid of new ideas
and practices. Moreover, he realised that real truth cannot be purely
notional or theoretical but must reach right down into every facet of
human life and activity. Thus, the Church in her pilgrimage of faith
needs the living, developing apostolic tradition in order to sustain a
wholesome community life in the Spirit in all her members.

The four senses of tradition

John Thiel’s Senses of Tradition: Continuity and Development in
Catholic Faith (2000) offers a contemporary theology of tradition. He
draws upon the ancient notion of four senses of Scripture — literal,
allegorical, tropological and anagogical — to suggest that there may
indeed be senses of tradition. He identifies four senses of tradition-
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literal, development-in-continuity, dramatic development and inci-
pient development.'?

Thiel begins with the literal sense of tradition, the most basic
and fundamental beliefs of the shared community of faith. However,
even here the literal sense is the result of interpretation by the commu-
nity. This means that even the literal sense does not possess its
meaning intrinsically and is not necessarily a simple rephrasing of the
deposit of faith. However, ‘[if] the literal sense presents an interpreta-
tion, it is one that abides for long periods of time and elicits a
relatively clear and common recognition on the part of those who
share its meaning’ (Thiel 2000:33).

Thiel calls the second sense development-in-continuity. This
sense of tradition recognises doctrinal development over time. ‘[It]
fathoms the truth of tradition as a growth that occurs in a consistent
way throughout an ecclesial time and space, a growth that preserves
traditions truth as it develops it’ (Thiel 2000:57). He acknowledges a
Catholic belief in a closed revelation but questions whether this need
imply a finished or completed revelation as tradition continues in
history (:81). He further argues that this second sense ought to be
conceived in a retrospective, rather than in a prospective way. He
defines a prospective concept of tradition as one that regards ‘tradition
as finished or completed and locates its finished or completed
character in what has already transpired in the past’ (:80). In contrast,
the retrospective concept of tradition measures

[c]ontinuity, not by taking a divine stance in the original
event of Christian revelation and imagining traditional
time from a privileged, timeless point of view; rather, it

"> The literal sense is the primary sense of scripture in the sense of being the

necessary foundation for the other senses. In the allegorical or Christological
sense one author may draw on the account of another and reapply this account to
events or expectations which the first author did not have in mind. In the New
Testament, then, the whole of the Old Testament revelation could be reapplied in
a unique way to Christ himself. The tropological or moral sense offers models for
living or counsel about living whether positive or negative. The Anagogical or
eschatological sense is relevant to the overall end ~ the final destiny of humanity
with God. In simple terms the literal sense teaches what happened, the allegorical
shows how to relate to what happened in faith, the moral sense how to act in faith
in the light of what happened and the anagogical how to turn to where one is
finally heading.
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does so by envisioning tradition from the actual limita-
tions of the present moment and looking back to the
Christian past to configure traditional continuity (Thiel
2000:82).

In other words, according to Thiel, the development-in-continuity of
tradition happens in and through the messiness of time and is not a
simple rephrasing of a primordial deposit. ‘Tradition is a historical
reality. ... Traditions truth cannot stand apart abstractly from the
conditions of historicity’ (Thiel 2000:88).

In the next two senses, ‘dramatic development’ and ‘incipient
development’, Thiel accounts for more radical mutations in tradition
from the apostolic church to the contemporary church. ‘Dramatic
Development’ is a sense of tradition which refers to the process by
which an aspect of belief passes beyond the first or second sense and
either falls away or changes significantly.

This sense judges that a particular belief, doctrine or
practice is developing in such a way that its current
authority as the authentic teaching of the Magisterium,
and thus its status as either the literal sense or the sense
of development-in-continuity, will be lost at some later
moment in the life of the Church and that such a teaching
or practice exhibits signs in the present moment that this
final loss of authority has begun to take place (Thiel
2000:101).

Past examples include changes in Church teaching concerning usury,
slavery, religious freedom and the exclusion of separated churches
from membership in one, true Church (Thiel 2000:103ff). Thiel
suggests that teaching about birth control and an exclusive male
priesthood are current examples of dramatic development (:110ff).
Thiel finds three criteria (taken together) for dramatic development:
magisterial teaching judged not to have been widely accepted by the
faithful, teaching that presents rational justification for its position
through theological argument and which does not enjoy support from
a wide segment of Catholic theologians (:108-109). One could con-
clude that in theory, at least, dramatic development can only occur
among non-infallible doctrine. However, Thiel concludes that ‘the
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lack of explicit definition of infallible teaching makes it difficult to
know with precision what doctrines are infallible and which are not’
(:106).

The fourth sense ‘incipient development’ involves the handing
of the new. Thiel calls it ‘tradition’s imagination’ (Thiel 2000:130) in
that it can ‘(1) envision a larger or wider and in any case richer
continuity than the one framed in traditions most recently configured
pattern and (2) considers the value of new ideas, possibilities, and
opportunities that might be occasions for tradition’s truthful develop-
ment’ (:130). Thiel sees in the trinitarian debate of the fourth century
an example of this process at work in the past. He maintains that
subordinationism was normative in the early Christian centuries (:135)
and that the conciliar teaching of Nicaea is a powerful expression of
the development of doctrine. He concludes that:

the high christology professed by the fathers at Nicaea in
325 is a good example of an incipiently developing belief
moving closer towards its incorporation in tradition as a
second sense claim that retrospectively configures pre-
vious claims for continuity in such a fashion that these
are now defined in terms of present-day claims; in this
case the Nicene condemnation of subordinationism (Thiel
2000:136).

Current candidates for incipient development include the notion that
God should be imagined as exclusively male (Thiel 2000:139-144)
and the preferential option for the poor (:144-147). Thiel argues that
current Vatican theology defending an all-male priesthood is an
incipient development as the theology is new and not yet universally
accepted (:147-149). Fourth-sense claims often first occur ‘as an act of
faith that finds a previously unnoticed truth of the living Word in the
immediate particularity of culture and time’ (:150). The universality of
tradition begins then to take shape and is often recognised by the
regional claims for the universal truth of tradition. The fourth sense
displays a particular attention to the future. In Thiel’s words, ‘it looks
forward to the future from a present into which the future ever spills’
(:155).

In concluding Thiel’s exposition of the four senses of tradition,

a short examination of three theological styles, which each foster a
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particular understanding of tradition, narrative, hermeneutical and
critical will be undertaken.

Catholic narrative theology takes its point of departure from
tradition’s literal sense, for it finds in the literal sense a continuity, a
stability that runs from traditions beginnings right through to the
contemporary movements.

Hermeneutical theology relates best to tradition as develop-
ment-in-continuity for

[tlhe hermeneutical style of theological interpretation
regards the juxtaposition of the Word and worldly wis-
dom as but a movement transcended in a creative inter-
weaving of the two that makes the sacred text inseparable
from worldly context and makes worldly context insepa-
rable from sacred context (Thiel 2000:198).

Hermeneutical theology will be able to establish first a relative
balance between constancy and renewal and, secondly, refuse to
distinguish between theological form and content. In this sense,
hermeneutical theology will value the sense of continuity-in-develop-
ment for, on the one hand, worldly historical wisdom will be wel-
comed into theological discourse and on the other hand, will shape the
Spirit-in-reception in historical time.

Thiel notes that ‘(c)ritical theologies (my emphasis) take their
point of departure from the restlessness of faith in local circumstances
and [their suspicion] of the universalizing tendencies of hermeneutical
constructions’ (2000:204). For this reason critical styles in theology
relate well to the third and fourth senses of tradition which can be
described as the critical powers of the sensus fidei. ‘Theologies in the
critical style, ... appreciate that the Spirit’s truth is not exhausted in
acknowledged reception... [but becomes] possible only through the
renewing contributions of the third and fourth senses’.

Thiel concludes that tradition can only be expressed in the
spectrum of different theological styles. Alone, each style, can reduce
the richness possessed by the living tradition; the narrative can
effectively reduce tradition to the past and assess the new, the contem-
porary, as deviations; the critical can likewise assess tradition in
relation to the new, the contemporary and be in danger of losing the
past faith of the whole Church and the hermeneutical (2000:209)
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focuses on the wide interpretation provided by the hermeneutical
style. But Thiel is aware of shortcomings (:209). However, he asserts
that the Spirit’s truth appears in all four senses of tradition.

Instead of viewing the styles as competing claims for the
constancy and renewal of tradition, the church would do
better to regard all styles together: the host of ecclesial
claims on how and when and where the Spirit is truly
present to the created order, to the community of
believers, and to every receptive life (Thiel 2000:209).

Conclusion

This article has noted that Catholic tradition is both fixed and mobile,
static and dynamic. Vatican II awakened the sense that tradition
involved not just the content of revelation but the process of handing it
on. In the course of this process cultural and temporal boundaries are
crossed and tradition seeks to understand revelation in new ways that
address and respond to new situations. ‘That tradition that comes from
the apostles makes progress in the church, with the help of the Holy
Spirit. There is a growth in insight into the realities and words that are
passed on’ (DV 8).

In confirming the close relationship between Scripture,
Tradition and the Church evident from the early patristic period (e.g.,
Irenaeus) and not clearly demarcated until the reformation period,
Vatican II taught that tradition comprises both the written scriptures
and unwritten tradition. Thus ‘Sacred Tradition and Sacred Scripture
make up a single deposit of the Word of God, which is entrusted to the
Church’ (DV 10) and ‘Sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture, then are
bound closely together, and communicate one with the other, for both
of them, flowing out from the same divine wellspring, come together
in some fashion to form one theory, and move towards the same goal’
(DV 9).

Indeed, the whole church draws her life from [t]he one deposit
of revelation, made up of Scripture and Tradition, [which] has been
entrusted to the whole Church’ (DV 10). The Magisterium is the
authentic interpreter of the deposit of faith, but the Magisterium is not
above the Word of God but serves the Word of God (DV 10). The

same Magisterium scrupulously guards the Word of God, losing
24



nothing of it, deleting nothing from it and adding nothing to it.
Scripture, Tradition and the Magisterium [i.e., the church] are
inseparable: ‘It is clear, therefore, that in the supremely wise
arrangement of God, Sacred Tradition, Sacred Scripture and the
Magisterium of the church are so connected and associated that one of
them cannot stand without the other’ (DV 10). We need all three.

Newman’s Essay on the Development of Doctrine demonstrated
that the infallible teaching of the church resides in the whole
community of the faithful with a reciprocal relationship between those
who teach and those who are taught. Further, he provided a way of
testing the developed doctrinal positions and their correspondence to
the original deposit of Christian revelation. Newman trusted the
church’s basic instinct for the true faith. Moreover, as noted earlier,
Newman’s ‘tradition’ was always open to development, unafraid of
new configurations of tradition, for he trusted the Church’s guidance
by the Spirit to enable her to move towards the full unfolding of the
truth.

John Thiel’s Senses of Tradition moves further than Vatican II
in a contemporary and deeper analysis of tradition. In the same way
that the Great Tradition saw ‘senses of Scripture’, Thiel sees ‘senses
of Tradition’. Newman saw Tradition prospectively, that is, a develop-
ment in time and space from the apostolic deposit of faith. Conse-
quently, he could identify comfortably with Thiel’s first two senses —
the literal and development-in-continuity. The third and fourth senses
are concerned in a retrospective way and both deal with the new, more
radical, re-formulation of tradition. Certainly, these two senses, not
yet ‘official’, provide for novel insights. Some analysis of the
contemporary situation must guide the reading of tradition and Thiel
provides for this possibility.

This article has sought to understand more comprehensively the
dynamic process inherent in tradition, that is, the handing on of the
experience of God in the Christian community. It has shown that the
responsibility of tradition is not only to conserve the apostolic deposit
but to understand revelation in new ways that address and respond to
new situations.
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The development of clericalism
and the need for a theology of secularity
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Introduction

Over the past 50 years a growing number of lay people in the Catholic
Church have taken on leadership positions in their parishes. This is
seen as a response to the teaching of Vatican II (1962-1965) which
proclaimed that all Christians are equal through their baptism. ‘As all
members of the human body, though they are many, form one body,
so also are the faithful in Christ.” ‘Christ called a race made up of
Jews and Gentiles which would be one, not according to the flesh, but
in the Spirit, and this race would be the new People of God’ (LG
7,10). This teaching reverses centuries of clerical power, on the one
hand, and the passivity of the laity, on the other. Yet there is a strong
movement from the Catholic Church’s centralised authority to reverse
this recent progress.

In this article I describe how the hierarchical power structure
developed within a church which originally had no distinction
between ‘cleric’ and ‘lay’. I also show how this development led to
the disenfranchising and passivity on the part of the majority of the
baptised. Pointing to two important theologians (one in the 19™ and
the other in the 20™ century) who tried to correct this imbalance, I
show how the present clerical culture in the church is a denial of the
equality of the baptised, as well as the teaching of Vatican I It is
therefore, in Christian terms, unethical, particularly as the church
authorities have much to say about the lack of equality and freedom in
the socio-political world. I conclude with a consideration of the chal-
lenges facing the institutional church in overcoming the power of the
present clerical elite so that all members of church communities can
once more find their voice and actively live out the radical equality

' Research Fellow, Department of Christian Spirituality, Church History and

Missiology, University of South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa.
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and communion to be found in the early church, both in its teaching
and practice.

The people of God

The phrase that seems to have caught the imagination of Catholics
during the past half century is the title to Chapter II of the Second
Vatican Council’s document on the church, (Lumen Gentium): the
people of God. This chapter deals with the equality of all the baptised.
Christians are not individuals in the church, but a people who are
bound together as one because of their baptism. The Christian com-
munity is ‘a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation...who in
times past were not a people, but now are the People of God’ (1 Pt
2:9-10). They form the Church of Christ and in them dwells the Holy
Spirit as in a temple. Christ alone is the high priest and all the baptised
share in this priesthood, being called to consecrate their lives to God
through spiritual sacrifices (LG 9-10). Consequently, there is no such
thing as a passive member of the church; everyone is called to a
ministry. Indeed, ‘a member who does not work at the growth of the
body to the extent of his/her possibilities must be considered useless
to both the church and to him/herself” (AA 2). One of the outcomes of
this teaching is what someone has called ‘an explosion of ministries’.
Many lay people, taking this teaching seriously, firstly, became
involved in parish life, taking on many of the tasks that were once
reserved to the priest, and, secondly, also participated in service to the
world in innumerable projects aimed at the betterment of society.
Most priests welcomed this renewal and saw the church come alive in
a new way.

As with so many of the documents emanating from Vatican I, a
compromise had to be found between those who wanted full partici-
pation of all the baptised in the life of the church, both ad intra and ad
extra, and others who feared a diminution of the dignity of the
priesthood, to which certain ministries ought to be reserved. While all
are called to ministry — and the priest’s first task is to preach the
Gospel to all (PO 4) — we are taught that there is an essential dif-
ference between the ministerial or hierarchical priesthood and the
common priesthood of the faithful (LG 10). No clarification of this
statement is given in the Council texts with the result that the efforts
to clarify this essential difference remain a matter of heated discussion
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to the present moment (Osborne 1993:119, 594). Ever more emphasis
has been given to this distinction between clergy and laity by Vatican
authorities in recent years. The term ministry is now reserved to the
ordained, while the term munus (office or duty) is used for the work of
the laity. Thus, those lay people who handle the Eucharist (whether
during a church service or when attending to the sick) are called
‘extraordinary’ ministers of the Eucharist. They are performing this
task because there are not enough priests to do it. This would mean
that once there are enough priests the laity will have to withdraw from
this service to the community. The thinking behind this can only mean
that lay people are merely ‘participating in the apostolate of the
hierarchy’ (Osborne 1993:522), or ‘helpers of Father’ (Prior 1997:12-
16, 31-35), who can withdraw their services when he feels they are not
needed. This is what is meant by clericalism in this article. It is the
reservation of certain unaccountable powers to the ordained. Members
of the laity receive their instructions ‘from above’ and any initiatives
on their part need to be approved by a member of this clerical elite.

It may seem logical to many that the ordained should keep to
‘sacred things’, while the laity’s main task is to ‘work in the world’. In
practice there will always be a blurring of this distinction. More than
that, such a distinction between clergy and laity did not exist in the
early church. We now turn to a reflection on the church of the New
Testament and note how the development of a clergy-laity divide took
place in history. We then look at the inadequacy of the present-day
basis for lay involvement, using the insights of John Henry Newman
and Yves Congar, and conclude by pointing to the need for a secular
ecclesiology within which context both the laity and the ordained can
find their place.

The Apostolic Church

The term laikos, or laity, is not to be found in the Christian scriptures
(Faivre 1990:15; Osborne 1993:18). The word laos is used in both the
Hebrew and the Christian scriptures for the whole people of God, a
concept which, as we have seen, re-emerges in the documents of

> An example of this: in 2011 an archbishop in South Africa banned the lay

movement We are all the Church in South Africa, a branch of an international
movement, from meeting on church property.
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Vatican II. It carries the sense of God’s nation, as opposed to all other
people. It indicates the special destiny of those called to be the people
of God. We read, for example, of the Christian church being referred
to as ‘a people of his own’ (Tit 2:4), ‘my people’ (Rev 18:14), and, as
we have seen, ‘a holy nation, God’s own people’ (1 Pt 2:9-10). Laos
‘indicates the fellowship of all in a single community’ (Kiing
1966:116-126).

Likewise, the term kleros is not used to describe a certain group
within the church, but rather to describe the portion or inheritance that
sets God’s people apart. Paul speaks of kleros as the inheritance of
Christians (Col 1:12). In Christ Christians have been ‘set apart’
(kleronomai) or ‘named in advance’ (Eph 1:11). They are members of
a people who enjoy a joint inheritance which is shared equally
between all the heirs. Referring to Acts 8:21, Osborne says: ‘Kleros in
this context of Acts clearly refers to the eschatological inheritance. It
has no connection at all with either a minister or a ministry’
(1993:15). The word ‘priest’ (hiereus) is used in the Christian scrip-
tures only for Christ, or the whole believing people who have been
called to be a kingdom of priests serving God (Rev 1:5b-6; 5:9-10).
The elders, or presbyters, were not called priests. Their task was to
care for the community and to be models for all the chosen people
(Faivre 1990:6-8). As followers of Jesus, they were to dedicate their
lives to diakonia (service) of the people.

Abstracting from later developments in the church as regards
the gathering together of believers with their leadership, and especial-
ly from our own experience, it is important to remember that the first
Christian communities were ‘small, face-to-face assemblies that met
in houses of wealthier members’ (Perkins 2004:26). Their relation-
ships were personal. The organisation of these communities varied
from place to place, but ‘the accepted cultural and social forms of
domination are not representative of God’s order’ (:27). The various
structures that came about were grounded in Christ and the apostolic
tradition. Once those basics were in place any form of leadership
structure would be accepted as legitimate. Thus diversity marked the
early communities (Bausch 1982:16-18). This includes the leadership
of women, many of whom are mentioned in the books of the New
Testament. Some are clearly described as founders of Christian com-
munities. The term reserved for such persons is ‘apostle’. This word is
to be distinguished from the term ‘the twelve’ who, apart from Judas,
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were not replaced once they died. It is in this sense that Paul claims to
be an apostle: he founded numerous communities of Christians across
Asia Minor and Europe on the basis of belief in the Risen Christ as
handed down by the twelve.

In light of the above, it is impossible to hold that there was a
uniform structure for all the Christian communities which existed in
the apostolic and post-apostolic times. Before moving on to the latter
period, it seems necessary to pick out certain ministries whose titles
have come down to us today. The importance of this is to show that
what we understand by those titles today is not what was originally
meant by members of the early church. One of these is episkopos. This
is a neutral term to designate the leader of a community — a host or
presider — whose main duty was to preside over the assembly and to
facilitate widespread participation (Giles 1989:37). Their task was to
see that all things were to be done decently and in order (1 Cor 14:40).
These episkopoi were usually wealthy heads of households in whose
homes a local community of believers would meet for the Lord’s
Supper and for instruction. Some of these episkopoi would have been
women, such as Prisca whose pre-eminence in her marriage is noted
by her usually being mentioned first. A large number of such women
are mentioned in the New Testament. They would have been ‘persons
of some social standing and wealth, with a large house’ (Giles
1989:34-35). Closely working with the episkopoi were diakonoi. The
latter were the ‘servants’ of the community who attended to the prac-
tical needs of the members (:40). Whatever titles were used, though,
the concept of church does not seem to have changed: ‘church is still
all the believers, not just their leaders’ (:38).

Giles posits the idea that each house-hold community had its
own bishop (episkopos). Where there were many such communities in
one city, there was a group of ‘elders’ who ‘formed a governing coun-
cil’ for all the Christians in, for example, Ephesus and Crete (Giles
1989:38). Another ministry mentioned in the New Testament is that of
presbyter. We have no clear understanding of this title as it is used
interchangeably with episkopos. This ‘imprecise, vague and indefi-
nite’ use of titles points to how diverse were the practices of the early
Christians in the ordering of their communities. What was important
for them was not so much what the leaders were called, but that they
were in the service of the community. ‘The community is shaping the
ministry, not the other way round” (Bausch 1982:20).
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The Post-Apostolic Church

In the midst of this diversity of church structures, one clearly defined
three-fold church order appears in the writings of Ignatius of Antioch.
Giles describes it thus:

If there is a constant refrain in the epistles of Ignatius it is
the demand for obedience to the bishop. ... Beside the
bishop stand the presbyters and the deacons. ... This
three-fold ministry is mentioned frequently, and several
details are of interest. The bishop is related to God, while
the presbyters are consistently related to the apostles. The
elders are to be obeyed along with the bishop but they are
not drawn as ministers of the word and/or sacraments, but
as a patriarchal council. Ignatius repeatedly speaks of the
council of elders (the presbyterion). The deacons comple-
ment the bishops work by giving service to the commu-
nity and are regarded by Ignatius as his fellow servants
and people worthy of great respect (Giles 1989:42-43).

This clearly defined concept of the monarchical bishop, Giles argues,
arose for two reasons. The Antioch community of believers was
divided among themselves and were facing persecution from without.
They needed a strong leader to keep them together. Ignatius rises to
this hierarchical position out of prophetic inspiration and not as a
successor of the apostles (he never mentions this). In his letters there
is a constant demand for obedience to the bishop (Giles 1989:42-47).
Through this ordering of the Christians in Antioch — when they gather
for the Eucharist the bishop must be present — peace and stability
came to the church which was facing threats, both internally by dis-
sensions and externally from persecution. Yet many other forms of
organising the Christian communities preceded that of Ignatius and
were to continue after him in other parts of Asia Minor and Europe. In
these all the disciples of Christ were called to have a ministry of one
kind or another (:49-50), and their style of ordering the community
varied from place to place.

There seems to have been a similar issue in Corinth as in
Antioch where dissent within the community dates back to Paul’s day.
At the end of the first century Clement of Rome wrote to the Corin-
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thians with the intention of restoring order in the community in which
some of its leaders had been wrongly dismissed. Much has been made
of the examples Clement uses to explain why there must be order. For
example, he speaks of soldiers under the command of their officers,
the interdependence of the body’s members, and he even refers to the
levitical priesthood (Faivre 1990:16). His most common description of
the church, though, is ‘God’s flock’ and those who are in charge of it.
He does not, though, refer to members of the church as cleric or lay,
his main argument being that each should keep to the rank to which
they belong (:17-18). Faivre maintains that the distinction between
cleric and lay was unknown throughout the second century during
which time writers, for example, Justin and Irenaeus, seemed firmly
convinced of ‘the eminent dignity of all Christians’. Indeed, for Justin,
all Christians are priests, although it was presbyters who were leaders
of the community, particularly at the Eucharist. Faivre concludes that
‘it is impossible to find dependence in the early church of lay people
on a clergy. There were only Christians and disciples claiming Christ
as their master’ (:25, 31, 38-41). During the second century another
title, episkopos, was given to the leader of the Christian community.
Being the main teacher and preacher of a local community, he also
presided at the community’s liturgies,

including the Eucharist. This positioning came not on the
basis of any theological foundation, such as: episkopos is
the ‘successor of the apostles’. Nor was there any clear
view at the end of the second century of a collegial nature
of such episkopoi (Osborne 1993:572).

While Faivre believes that the clergy-laity divide began in the third
century (1990:43), Osborne asserts that this distinction began a
century later. With the Edict of Constantine in 313 CE the church
gradually became the only accepted religion in the Roman Empire.
‘The status of the ordinary lay person ... was established, indirectly,
by a directly ideological and theological positioning of the major
cleric within both church and socio-political structures’ (Osborne
1993:164). Boff regards this date as the occasion when the church
authorities had a choice: to paganise Christianity or to christianise
paganism. They chose the former and assumed all the earthly powers
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that went with the existing order (Boff 1985:50). In the words of
Congar, the bishops

were invested with public authority within the framework
of the Empire, even in the sphere of the secular life of the
cities. The bishop was the defender of the people, espe-
cially of the poor and the weak. He shared in the adminis-
tration of justice, and he exercised a measure of control
over the magistrates and the city assemblies. He co-
operated in defence preparations... The bishops fre-
quently called on the imperial authority for support ...
Under these conditions we ought perhaps to expect that
authority would change its character and that it would
acquire a much more secular, much more juridical
meaning, based simply on the relation of superior to sub-
ordinate. ... Such a danger was very real (Congar
1965b:46-47).

Throughout the following centuries the cleric-lay divide was clearly
established as theologically valid, even leading to an opinion that
there was an ‘ontological’ difference between the two, an opinion
which, says Osborne, presents serious theological difficulties
(1993:593-594). Any efforts by lay groups, particularly in the High
Middle Ages, ‘to re-establish themselves crashed against the esta-
blished position of the cleric’ (:115-116). It was in these latter centu-
ries that lay people became more educated and found positions of
power within government structures. The response of the church was
to increase its emphasis on clerical authority (:117). This was the
position of the leadership of the church till it was challenged by
Vatican II’s description of all the baptised as belonging to the priest-
hood of all believers. The baptised — that is, all Christians — are not
called ‘lay’ but ‘people of God’, Christifidelis, and ‘priesthood of all
believers’. Church ministry in all its forms is based on Christ, with all
sharing in Christ’s priestly, prophetic and kingly functions (:593; LG
9-13).

Despite this teaching, recent years have seen a growing insis-
tence in Vatican statements that there is a clear and essential dif-
ference between cleric and lay. In practice, this means a differentiation
in power: the one wields it in decision making, while the other is
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destined to obey. The momentum created by the Council, though, has
not been stopped, with the result that throughout the last half century
there has been a growing awareness among lay people that they have a
significant role to play in the church. Before we consider this contem-
porary phenomenon there are two moments in the history of theology
that deserve our attention. The one is John Henry Newman’s view on
the sensus/consensus fidelium and the other Yves Congar's contri-
bution to a theology of the laity. It may be of interest to note that both
suffered from church authorities for their opinions.

John Henry Newman

Newman had converted to Catholicism from his adherence to the
Church of England in which he had attempted a reform of the church,
through what became known as the Oxford Movement, by returning to
the teaching of the early Fathers. Before we come to his important
publication on the laity, it is of significance to note that six years
earlier he had been invited by the Irish bishops to set up a university in
Dublin, a task which he eagerly took up, as the attendance of Catho-
lics at both Oxford and Cambridge universities was openly dis-
couraged by the secular authorities. Newman’s dream of ‘an intel-
ligent, well-instructed laity’ (Sharkey 1987:339-346) might now come
about. Things did not work out well for him, with the Irish bishops,
for example, refusing to allow him to appoint laymen to professor-
ships. Twenty years later he was to write that he deplored the way the
bishops had denied the possibility of lay people from cooperating with
them in the matter of education.

As far as I can see there are ecclesiastics all over Europe,
whose policy is to keep the laity at arm’s length. ... I
came away from Ireland with the distressing fear that in
that Catholic country, in like manner, there was to be an
antagonism, as time went on, between the hierarchy and
the educated classes (Sharkey 1987:5).

Says Chavasse,
he saw in Ireland that the ecclesiastical powers were in

fact jealous of the laity and, what is more, fearful of
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them, if their knowledge and education grew too great.
For the bishops their control had to be absolute, and
Newman could not tolerate this (1989:49-78).

Newman returned to England in 1858 and a year later was asked to
take over the editorship of The Rambler, a journal run by laymen and
whose aim

was to rehabilitate Catholic thought in a non-Catholic
world, and it did so by combining standards of scholar-
ship previously unknown in Catholic journalism with
attitudes critical of ecclesiastical authority which had
become equally uncustomary (Coulson 1961:2).

The previous editor had been removed because of an article in which
he criticised the English bishops for not cooperating with the govern-
ment’s Department of Education in the inspection of teaching methods
in Catholic primary schools (the Catholic Church had recently been
emancipated). Newman reluctantly took over the hot seat, mainly to
preserve the journal as a means of education for its readership which
consisted mainly of lay intellectuals. Founded in 1848, its purpose was
‘to show that English Catholics were intellectually serious and capable
of rational discussion’ (Gaffney 1992:392-428). In his first issue of
May 1859 Newman apologised to the bishops for any disrespect they
may have felt due to the opinions of the previous editor, but also
stated that he believes the bishops ‘really desire to know the opinion
of the laity on subjects in which the laity are especially concerned’
(Coulson 1961:13). As an example, he refers to the action of Pius IX
who had requested the bishops of the world to ‘ascertain the feeling of
the clergy and the faithful both towards the doctrine of the Immaculate
Conception and its definition’ (Sharkey 1987:3). In an 1854 letter he
explained that he had wished to know the sentiments of the people as
well as those of the clergy. If the pope thus consults the laity in a
matter of dogma, how much more should lay people not be consulted
in matters which affect them in their daily lives?

These words did not go down well with the hierarchy and
Bishop Ullathorne visited Newman to discuss the issue. Newman
describes the meeting at which the bishop had demanded a peaceful

church, one without controversy. ‘I stated my own view strongly. ...
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he saw only one side, I another. ... He said something like “Who are
the laity?” I answered (not in these words) that the Church would look
foolish without them’ (Coulson 1961:18-19). The outcome of the
meeting was that Newman would have to resign as editor after the
following issue in July in which he was to publish his famous essay
On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine. 1t is to this essay
that we now turn.

Newman firstly wishes to clarify what he means by the word
‘consult’ which had led many bishops to think that they had to ‘rely
on’ the opinion of lay people, or that the laity would become their
‘teachers and leaders’. Newman insists that this is not the case; rather,
the hierarchy ought, as did Pope Pius IX, to seek to know what the
belief of the laity is, for this is their witness to apostolic tradition. In
1854 when the pope proclaimed the dogma of the Immaculate
Conception he wrote that, while ‘he already knew the sentiments of
the bishops, still he had wished to know the sentiments of the people
also’ concerning this teaching (Coulson 1961:71). In the same way,
one may ‘consult’ the church’s liturgy which witnesses to the uni-
versal doctrines they contain. There is a sensus fidelium and consensus
which should be regarded and consulted (:54-55). This does not mean
that the laity carry the teaching of the church alone, but that in con-
sensus with the ecclesia docens they express it correctly. As Newman
puts it:

The body of the faithful is one of the witnesses to the fact
of the tradition of revealed doctrine, and because their
consensus through Christendom is the voice of the
Infallible Church. ... I think I am right in saying that the
tradition of Apostles ... manifests itself variously at
various times: sometimes by the mouth of the episcopacy,
sometimes by the doctors [theologians], sometimes by
the people, sometimes by liturgies, rites, ceremonies, and
customs, by events, disputes, movements, and all those
other phenomena which are comprised under the name of
history. It follows that none of these channels of tradition
may be treated with disrespect; granting at the same time
fully, that the gift of discerning, discriminating, defining,
promulgating, and enforcing any portion of that tradition
resides solely in the Ecclesia docens. ... One [person]
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may lay more stress on one aspect of doctrine, another on
another; for myself, I am accustomed to lay stress on the
consensus fidelium (Coulson 1961:63).

For Newman it is essential that all the above ‘indications’ of church
teaching be taken into consideration, although stress will be laid now
on one aspect and later on another. When taken together, though, one
can see that the sensus fidelium coincides with the sensus Ecclesiae,
although the former is distinct from — not separate from — the latter.
This distinction is important because there are times when the faith of
the laity has had to fill the lacuna when the episcopate has failed to
teach correctly. As an example of this, Newman refers back to his first
book Arians of the Fourth Century in which he describes how the
Arian heresy spread throughout the church.

There was a temporary suspense of the functions of the
‘ecclesia docens’. The body of bishops failed in their
confession of the faith. They spoke variously, one against
another; there was nothing, after Nicaea, of firm, un-
varying, consistent testimony, for nearly sixty years.
There were untrustworthy Councils, unfaithful bishops;
there was weakness, fear of consequences, misguidance,
delusion, hallucination, endless, hopeless, extending itself
into nearly every corner of the Catholic Church. The
comparatively few who remained faithful were discre-
dited and driven into exile; the rest were either deceivers
or were deceived (Coulson 1961:77).

Newman defends his opinion by citing how, after the Council of
Nicaea in 325 CE when the gathering of 318 bishops proclaimed the
divinity of Christ, twenty two synods and councils were held at which
there was dissent among the bishops about this doctrine. The majority
of bishops, along with the Emperor Constantine, supported Arius who
had denied Christ’s divinity. He quotes one of the “faithful’ bishops,
St Gregory, who in 382 CE said: ‘If I must speak the truth, I feel
disposed to shun every conference of bishops; for never saw I a synod
remedying, and not rather aggravating, existing evils’ (Coulson
1961:86). In case some thought he was accusing his contemporary
ecclesiastical leaders of a lack of faith in the apostolic tradition,
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Newman hastens to add: ‘As to the present time, certainly if there ever
was an age which might dispense with the testimony of the faithful,
and leave the maintenance of the truth to the pastors of the church, it
is the age in which we live’ (:103). But faithfulness on the part of the
bishops does not dispense them from consulting the laity. ‘Each
constituent portion of the church has its proper functions, and no
portion can safely be neglected. Though the laity be but the reflection
or echo of the clergy in matters of faith, yet there is something in the
‘pastorum et fidelium conspiratio’, which is not in the pastors alone’
(:104). The word ‘conspiratio’ literally means ‘breathing together’.
Newman, as mentioned before, is not pitting the laity against the
clergy, but appealing for a common search and expression of what the
church, that is, the faithful (a term which Vatican II uses for all the
baptised), believes to be true. Each has its own contribution to make
and leaving the lay person to passively accept whatever may come
from the mouths of the clergy is, at the very least, disrespectful to the
church at large, the Body of Christ. Newman’s concluding exhortation
to the bishops could also be seen as a warning and, perhaps also, a
description of what has happened historically, as we can see in many
countries today. Where the laity have remained passive, and even
uncommitted to the church, they become ‘re-connected’ only for
occasions of infant baptism, First Communion and perhaps burial.
When well-read lay persons are not listened to they either ‘back off’
because their potential contribution is not recognised, or they leave the
institution altogether.

[ think certainly that the ecclesia docens is more happy
when she has such enthusiastic partisans about her as are
here represented, than when she cuts off the faithful from
the study of her divine doctrines and the sympathy of her
divine contemplations, and requires from them a fides
implicita in her word, which in the educated classes will
terminate in indifference, and in the poorer in superstition
(Coulson 1961:106).

One of the reasons for the strong opposition to Newman on the part of
the English episcopate could have been the implications his essay had
on the issue of doctrinal development. He had earlier published his
Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine (1845) and, accor-
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ding to Owen Chadwick, the essay on Consulting the Faithful was his
“first attempt to resolve publically one of the major difficulties in his
theory of doctrinal development: how, before a definition, is the mind
of the church to be discovered?’ (cited in Coulson 1961:26-27). For
Newman, as for Pope John XXIII,’ one needs to distinguish between a
doctrine and the method of its presentation. While certain truths and
values may remain intact, their method of explication — taking into
account, for instance, culture and language — will change over the
centuries. The clear difference between the clergy and the laity was
not denied by Newman — he called them the ecclesia docens and
ecclesia docta (Gaffney 1992:10) — but he will not accept a separation
between them. ‘Consensus is a real and indispensable part of the voice
of the ... church ... [which] resides in the whole community of the
faithful and not exclusively with the hierarchy’ (Moss 2009:25). The
one cannot do without the other. The two ‘portions’ live in mutuality,
in conspiratio.

Yves Congar, OP

“The story of the great Dominican theologian Yves Congar is in many
respects the tale of the twentieth-century Catholic Church.’* In the
short space available here, we can only make a brief reference to
Congar’s major book on the subject, a monumental work that was first
published in French in 1953.° Shortly afterwards the author was
silenced by the Vatican and sent into exile in England. He was
rehabilitated by Pope John XXIII who appointed him to serve on the
preparatory commission for Vatican II. During the Council Congar
had a huge influence on the writing of documents, particularly Lumen
Gentium and its chapter on the laity.

In Lay People in the Church Congar begins by categorizing the
laity in terms of clerics: ‘canonically, the lay[man] can be defined
only by distinction from the cleric’.® But he immediately adds that

3
4

See the Introduction to this book.

An excellent summary of Congar’s writings on the laity can be found in Lakeland
2003, pages 49-77. This author is indebted to him for the choice of some of the
themes from Congar’s opus.

Citations in this chapter will refer to the revised English edition, 1965.

Congar also speaks of a third category in the church, namely, that of ‘monks’ who
include both clerics and lay people. Today, following Lumen Gentium, we would
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‘this point of view cannot supply a complete, positive notion of the lay
condition’ (Congar 1965a:10). He then sets himself the task of looking
at the issue in greater detail. He rejects the ‘absurd’ distinction that is
often made between clerics and the laity, namely, that the former deal
with divine things, the latter with earthly things. People in either cate-
gory deal with both arenas. Lay persons, like clerics and religious, are
‘directly ordered to heavenly things’, though their competence in
ecclesial matters is limited. They are Christians in the world and their
activity is intrinsically spiritual because everything is oriented to God
(:18-25). In his revised edition Congar takes in the thinking of Vatican
lIs Lumen Gentium:

The starting point now is the idea of the People of God,
the whole of it active, the whole of it consecrated, the
whole a witness and sign of the purpose of God’s grace
for the imparting of that purpose to the world. The whole
living People has a structure; the dynamic sign of
salvation which it represents and plants in the world has a
structure: thus the hierarchical fact is set within this
whole People of God, living and sent, but without
dividing its mission into specialised parts. ... There is no
particular mission differentiating the faithful and the
ministerial priesthood. The latter also refers the temporal
to God in Christ, and the lay faithful in their own way
carry on the Church’s evangelizing mission (1965a:25).

There is, then, a fundamental equality between clergy and laity.
Within this one People some are ordained for service of the
community, while others engage in activity in the world which is their
own calling and their own responsibility. They do not need ‘permis-
sion’ to witness to Christ and the church, and they engage in this
activity both within the Christian community as well as in their daily
lives. Thus, the laity ‘are not just taught in the church and sent into the
world. They [also] exercise a positive, active role in the church’
(Lakeland 2003:56). Lay life, then, is based on what Lumen Gentium
calls the priesthood of the faithful, which is not restricted to the laity

use the term ‘religious life’. To include this category in this study would take us
away from our main theme of clerics and lay people.
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(or ‘non-clerics”) but which refers to the sacredness which is endowed
by God on all those who have been baptised into the Christian
community. All that they say or do can become a sacrifice to God (Col
3:17).

Building on this theology of community, Congar wishes to
investigate ways in which lay people can be brought into a renewal of
the church. Firstly, he mentions the move in society in general
towards forming groups in which their members can relate more
informally and personally. He refers to this movement as ‘irrepres-
sible’ (1965a:339). Through similar Christian groups lay persons
could find renewal for themselves and also contribute towards the
renewal of society. From the renewed notion of the church as com-
munity in Vatican II’s documents there sprung up movements across
the globe, for example, the base communities in Latin America, small
Christian communities in Africa, and small ecclesial communities in
Asia. The emphasis in all of these is reflection on the scriptures and
social action. They are mainly lay organised and lay led, and have
contributed enormously to the revivifying of the church. Although this
new movement appeared after Congar wrote his book, they are
fulfilling his desire that small groups of men and women — he actually
calls them ‘basic communities’ — would rediscover the church ‘and, in
a sense, re-enter and renew her from below’ (1965a:339).

A further argument for such small groups is the need to over-
come the institutional barrier that can mask the church’s ‘deep and
living mystery’ and which can only be found ‘from below, through
little church cells wherein the mystery is lived directly and with great
simplicity’ (Congar 1965a:339). These groups are important because
they form a kind of protest against the ‘rigidity and unadaptability’ of
church structures and organisations. Without denying ecclesiastical
hierarchy and its ‘administrative machinery’, these groups would offer
their members the opportunity of making a personal contribution to
ecclesial life and, through a mutual give-and-take, would pool their
resources (:339-340).

The growth of such communities will require a change on the
part of the clergy. ‘The more their authority is exercised at a higher
level, the more it gets out of touch with those below’. The clergy
would still make their own unique contribution to the building up of
the church, but they would also need to find new ‘pastoral methods

adapted to the new needs, particularly of a church which is more of a
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community and wherein the contributions of the people are taken
more into consideration’. Quoting M D Koster, Congar says that this
‘means becoming a people again’ (1965a:340). The traditional way for
the laity to be involved was through the membership of confrater-
nities’, but today they are challenged to form a ‘community of com-
munities’ through which they will be able to become active members
of the church (:341). In this description of the renewal of church life,
Congar is already ahead of his time. As mentioned above, the post-
Vatican II church was to see a rapid growth in small communities,
particularly in the global south, through which lay persons sought
after a more personalized Christian life in community. These groups,
though, were to go beyond Congar’s vision, for today they are mainly
lay based, whereas he saw the necessity of an ordained priest being
part of each (:341). Where many such communities exist, for example,
in a South African parish, there is usually a mechanism by which they
are related to the local parish and are thus still part of the wider church
(cf. Lobinger 1981:62-63; Prior 1993:76-77). This provides for and
maintains a healthy clergy-laity relationship, which Congar deals with
in terms of hierarchical functions and personal charisms (Congar
1965a:341-343).

Lumen Gentium includes a chapter titled ‘The universal call to
holiness’. Congar has anticipated this with a section in his final
chapter on ‘lay holiness today’. The basis of lay spirituality is an
embrace of secularity, of the reality of the incarnation. The daily life
of people cannot be accepted as holy if ‘the lay condition is presented
as a concession to human weakness’ (Congar 1965a:12), or as second
best to the celibate life of clergy and religious. Nor does it help to be
taught, as was so widespread, that Christian spirituality is based on a
renouncement of the world, and effacing of secular tasks and aims by
supernatural tasks and aims’ (:412). Rather, lay spirituality is charac-
terised by seeking God, not immediately, but through something other
than God, through human beings and through the world (:412-413).% It

7 Confraternities consist of groups of lay people who meet under the mandate of the

church hierarchy in order to pray, become involved in church life and/or engage in
social action. (In the Philippines they are called mandated organisations.) For a
more extensive description and analysis of the movement in South Africa, led by
members of the Lumko Institute, to build up the parish as a communion of com-
munities, see Prior 1997.
Congar here quotes Gauthier though without giving a reference.
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consists of a recovery of the human which had for long ‘been
swallowed up in the divine and, in this sense, as it were made alien to
it’ (:413). Even in religious life there has been a move towards a
certain ‘being in the world’. For example, agricultural work in
common was introduced, then intellectual and cultural activities,
scientific work of the reason, a rediscovery of the excellence of
marriage and of the excellence of the body. Christians are recovering
the value of the human, and nature itself at work in history. ‘Little by
little, the church enters into the experience of a secular world and of a
fully lay condition of the faithful in this secular world’ (:414).
Growing out of the Renaissance and its godless humanism, we are
moving towards recognising in wonder a ‘God-centred humanism and
a “christofinalized” human work on earth which yet remain truly
human and of this world’ (:414). With the Renaissance the church lost
its control over ‘the world’ which has now become thoroughly
secular. The challenge to the church is to develop a spirituality and
new forms of holiness for those engaged in ‘worldly’ work. Not only
must the clergy find new patterns of ministry to suit this new situation,
but are faced with discovering new forms of priestly life (:415).

From working in confraternities through which lay people
shared in the apostolate of the hierarchy, a new way of putting Christ
back into the whole of life is required. Daily life ‘is simply an aspect
and a part of one single Christian life in which the faithful have to
sanctify themselves and give glory to God’. It is ‘a dying [of] sacral
Christendom and the first hints of a new’ form of following Christ.
The quality of this spirituality ‘must inform the whole personality and
its integral life’ (Congar 1965a:415). There is really only one holiness,
a clinging to God, and this is expressed in a lay spirituality which is at
the service of others, with an emphasis on family life and ones work
situation (:417-420). Consequently one finds oneself working for the
betterment of the world, not in an over-optimistic way in which one
identifies all good works as acts of Redemption. Rather, ‘we want the
Christian to be able to put one’s heart in to the world’s undertakings
and achievements but without being enthralled by them as if they were
a last end’ (:420-421). Congar sums up his spirituality of Christians
‘living in the world’ as: ‘the holy and hallowing will of God —
vocation — service and its demands — engagement and respon-
sibility: the whole beneath the sign of the Cross’ (:424-450).
Throughout it all, Christians give things their real meaning according
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to the pattern of Christ’s lowly service, and thus become sacraments
of salvation before all’ (:450-451).

It is difficult to assess ‘Congar’s majestic’ work which Lake-
land regards as ‘the most influential single work ever to be written on
the topic’ (2003:77). Recognising that Congar’s theology of the laity
is an ecclesiology in itself, Lakeland examines Congar’s radicalism in
terms of liberation theology which itself was perhaps the most radical
of post-conciliar ecclesiologies, and which could be seen as a further
development of Congar’s thought. Lakeland reduces liberation
theology to three major principles.

Firstly, it prioritizes the experience of the poor. Second,
liberation theology draws the eschatological promise of
salvation and the historical project of liberation into close
relationship. Third, liberation theology is an inductive,
grass-roots, ‘bottom-up’ movement that starts from the
experience of the poor as analysed, celebrated, and trans-
formed in base Christian communities (2003:76).

Both theologies manage to keep in balance the church-world distinc-
tion and are able not to reduce the church’s mission to mere socio-
political activism (2003:77).

As already mentioned, Congar was to make a most important
contribution to the teachings of Vatican II. Yet, the Council docu-
ments do not reflect his radicalism. Moreover, says Lakeland, despite
the fact that lay people are involved in the work of the church as never
before, ‘we are still no nearer to knowing what it is to be a lay
Christian’ (2003:77). We have already noted that in the documents of
Vatican II there is the possibility of a renewed ecclesiology based on
the equality of all the baptised. We have referred, too, to strong efforts
in documentation emanating from the church’s Roman curia to re-
emphasise the importance of the cleric-lay divide, and so preserve
clerical power. There is no space here to examine in detail the Vatican
II documents on the subject, nor the many utterances which have since
come from official church authorities.” Keeping in mind the early
church and its lack of the cleric-lay divide, and the radical contribu-
tions of Newman and Congar towards the role of the laity in the

°  This issue is well dealt with by Osborne, Ministry, 518-595.
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church (each in his own way did not see the realisation of their vision
for the church), we conclude with suggestions as to what is required
for a theology of church for today which will concentrate on the role
of the overwhelming majority of the faithful, namely, the laity, and
subsequently will challenge the clericalism which has grown through-
out the centuries and which is proving to be an obstacle to true
Christian community today.

A secular ecclesiology

‘The more I go out among people, the less I come back a person’,
writes Thomas 4 Kempis in the Imitation of Christ. This view sums up
much of Christian spirituality over the centuries. In this view there is a
dichotomy between the sacred and the secular, between world history
and salvation history. The church is a ‘perfect society’ and the more
we avoid the world the less we will become contaminated by it. The
more we stay within the church’s ambit, the more likely we are to
remain sinless and eventually reach our heavenly reward. The above
title ‘secular ecclesiology’ would make no sense to people with this
attitude. But with the God-centred humanism that we find in the
theology of Yves Congar we can begin to appreciate that the world is
God’s creation and that all was created good. This requires a belief in
the reality of the Incarnation, by which God became fully a member of
our humanity and, as it were, consecrated it. What is needed is a
renewed understanding of what the secular is. Far from being in
opposition to the sacred, the secular means ‘the world dependent on
God for its existence and suffused with divine presence through Christ
and the Spirit, but not in such a way that the presence of God changes
or suspends the natural laws of the universe’ (Lakeland 2003:149). It
also means that ‘God gave the world to itself, with its own autonomy,
as the place in which human beings live out their destiny to be —
human beings’ (:150).

The church is the People of God in this world. It is a commu-
nity of those who believe that there is a possibility of people becoming
fully human, that is, being restored in God’s image (Stone 2004:97).
Consequently, this becomes their lifelong programme of action. ‘The
baseline for Christian spirituality is a worldly orientation. ...We are
taken up in the world, fully engaged in the world, interested in the

things of the world, as Congar would say, for their own sake, not for
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the sake of some “higher” calling’ (Lakeland 2003:179-180; cf.
Congar 1965a:20). It means being ‘in the world, there to do God’s
work in so far as it must be done in and through the work of the
world’ (1965a:19; italics in the original). The Christian vocation, then,
is a worldly one; it is secular. ‘God has been concerned also with the
polis, not only with the ecclesia. The Christian community therefore
has a responsibility towards the public to see God’s will be done on
earth as it is in heaven (Mt 6:10)’ (Saayman 2011:5). We are driven to
work for what is more fully human, knowing that we are limited by a
sense of responsibility, as well as the difficulties that occur as we
attempt to live and work with respect for the whole of creation, both
human and non-human. Lakeland puts it thus:

The Christian, as the believer in Jesus, is then the one
who is confident in the need for the struggle, assured of
its eventual outcome, and sober both about the price that
individuals may have to pay and about the time that may
pass before the reign of God begun in Jesus is fully
realised in the world. The lay Christian, not the cleric, is
the one who must take the heat in the day-to-day work of
co-creation. The lay Christian is the one upon whom the
burden and honour of working for a more fully human
world have been placed (Lakeland 2003:183-184).

This cost of discipleship is based on service and suffering. Jesus
placed diakonia at the centre of life for those who are to follow him,
as he made clear on many occasions. For example, his own life of
service for the kingdom will lead to suffering and death (Mt. 16:13-
28). In the same gospel Jesus defines leadership — for his disciples as
well as for himself — as ‘drinking the cup’ (Mt. 20:20-23), and as
kneeling before those whom society regards as ‘inferiors’ in order to
wash their feet (Jn. 13:1-20). No one in leadership may be domi-
neering by lording it over others. Servant and slave: ‘these two terms
lie at the very heart of the categories which serve to define Christian
existence’ (Congar 1965b:25). Congar continues:

Because their life belongs wholly to Christ, is wholly of
him and for him, the disciples can rise only by humbling
themselves, only by following Christ on the downward
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path of self-giving and seif-abnegation, along which St.
Paul has traced God’s victorious trajectory to the death
on the cross and from the tomb to glory (:26).

A theology of secularity is none other than a reflection on what faces
human beings every day:

the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of people of our
time, especially of those who are poor or afflicted in any
way, are the joy and hope, the grief and anguish of the
followers of Christ as well. Nothing that is genuinely
human fails to find an echo in their hearts...Christians
cherish a feeling of deep solidarity with the human race
and its history (G&S 1).

It is lay people who are at the coal face, as it were, facing the chal-
lenges of daily life, while their counterparts, the clergy, are more
concerned with ‘churchly things’. The call to lay involvement, which
followed the renewed understanding of church in the Vatican II
documents, has too often resulted in the laity entering the sanctuary,
as it were, and getting involved in ecclesiastical affairs. A secular
ecclesiology puts things into perspective: the lay person’s call is to
move out through the church door to face daily life with renewed faith
and enthusiasm, to find God in all events, and to enable those on the
margins of society to work for a liberation out of their misery and
reach that fullness of humanity which is their destiny. This is the true
meaning of Gospel ministry.

Within this ambit the ordained can find their own vocation. As
members of the priesthood of the faithful, and leaders within that
Christian community, they are to be at the service of those who work
for the renewal of humanity. Such an orientation will colour all ad
intra activities of the church, including worship. Thus, it makes sense
that the role of the clergy is determined by the vocation of the laity,
for their calling is to serve the community and not to be served (Mark
10:43-45; Rites #14). There is, then, no room for autocracy which
separates the leader from the people one is supposed to lead/serve, or
the lack of accountability — what Lakeland calls a ‘self-policing
system’ and I refer to as clericalism — which creates a kind of elitism
(cf. Lakeland 2003:189-190). The response to this situation points
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towards an inclusive leadership with clerics and laity working
together, the former the ‘servants or slaves’. This is what Congar calls
a ‘community of communities’ and Newman describes as the
‘sensus/consensus fidelium’. ‘Fellowship and accountability are a
good recipe for a mature community of faith’ (:92). It is time to turn
upside down the centuries-old and outdated pyramid with the clergy
above and beyond ‘the rest’. What is needed is a return to a Gospel
spirituality of discipleship, which in contemporary parlance could be
titled a theology of secularity, a sure way of building a Gospel-based
Christian community.

Abbreviations

Vatican II documents (taken from A. Flannery. (ed) 1975. (2010)
Vatican Council 1I: The Conciliar and Post-Conciliar
Documents. Vol.I. Mumbai: St. Pauls):

LG: Lumen Gentium.

AA: Apostolicam Actuositatem.
PO: Presbyterorum Ordinis.
G&S: Gaudium et Spes.
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Revalorisation of mysticism
for society and the church

Prof Celia Kourie'
Department of Christian Spirituality, Church History and Missiology,
University of South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa

Introduction

The basic premise of this article is that mysticism is a gift for society
and the church. It is suggested that a revalorization of mysticism can
lead to the revitalisation of society and the church. With respect to the
latter, it would facilitate a re-discovery of the pristine message of the
gospel. This would be one in which the inequalities, suspicions, injus-
tices, devalorisation of the body and the material realm, and above all
the basic lack of love for fellow human beings, of whatever persuasion,
are seen to be a thing of the past. In order to understand the importance
of the phenomenon of mysticism, a brief look at the current crises in
society and the church will contextualize the discussion.

Crisis in society

Objectivistic philosophy and reductionist theories have contributed to a
malaise in society and the church. In many cases, the observable and the
empirical are considered the true index of reality. There is a loss of
purpose and meaning in life. Western society today is clearly charac-
terised by rationalism, technological expertise, strident competition and
an ever-increasing desire for material possessions. The observable and
the empirical are considered the true index of reality. That which is non-
productive in a technological or material sense is denied validity by
prevailing rationalism and scientism. Meritocratic society thrives on
mendacity and secularization, with the result that science and achieve-
ment is the true measure of the real with a concomitant emphasis on the
products of the rational mind. The shifting sands of anarchism and
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hopeless nihilism found in many sectors of society have become for
many in modemist and post-modernist society the basic reality,
resulting in the ‘victory’of nothingness that engulfs the human person at
his or her death. Much of the prevailing malaise is due to what has been
called the ‘eclipse of the spiritual world-view’ (Lorimer 1990:220).
Without discounting the necessity of attending to technological, social
and economic welfare, nevertheless the resultant spiritual vacuum
cannot be filled in spite of attempts at ‘divertissement’ and the use of
palliatives that temporarily camouflage inner vacuity instead of
allowing anguish and boredom to lead to an inner metamorphosis.

Paul Tillich illustrates this situation cogently, in his description of
the lost dimension of depth in contemporary society: ‘As long as the
preliminary, transitory concerns are not silenced, no matter how
interesting and valuable and important they may be, the voice of
ultimate concern cannot be heard. This is the deepest loss of the
dimension of depth in our period — the loss of religion in its basic
universal meaning’ (in Thomas 1988:44). Left-brain analytical, logical
and intellectual activities are valued more highly than right brain
activities such as the world of feeling, instinct and intuition. The latter
are diverted from the mainstream of life, especially in the academy.
More often they are relegated to the artist, poet or mystic, and are given
subsidiary status. Together with the reductionist tendencies of scientific
empiricism, such modern philosophies lead to an addictive, work-
oriented functional consciousness that is neither psychologically nor
spiritually satisfying. The fallacy of attending only to the material
surface of life leads to a state of ennui and emptiness, often un-
recognised until some or other crisis brings it to the forefront of con-
sciousness.

The denial of the metaphysical often leads to worship of the
trivial. Much of so-called Western Enlightenment therefore gives
allegiance to penultimate things. The priority of the spiritual has given
way to the primacy of the physical. A loss of a sense of purpose and
meaning can result in a situation where there is no legitimate hope or
purpose in the universe or of our place in it. A leading question we have
to ask is whether it is possible to address the concerns of both the
scientifically and the spiritually oriented without violating the sensibi-
lities of either, or surrendering critical enquiry and legitimate scep-
ticism? In order to attempt an answer to this problematic, it is necessary

to reflect on the crisis in the church. The church is part of society and it
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is undoubtedly true that the problems experienced in society will be
reflected in one way or another in the church.

The Institutional Church in erisis

Religion in general and the church in particular is under attack. This is
clearly seen by the powerful and often ferocious critique, inter alia, by
Dawkins (2006) and Hitchens (2007; cf. Niirnberger 2009). The
reductionist stance propagated by such writers gives rise to cynicism; in
many quarters religion is no longer seen to be relevant, and the ...
‘divine, at least in its classical forms, has receded into the background
of human concern and consciousness’ (Berger 1970:1). Many organised
religions are outmoded and in decline and often characterised by ‘empty
ritualism, hypocrisy, clericalism, corruption, abuse of power, super-
stition, and many other deformations familiar from the history of reli-
gions and from which no religion is totally free’ (Schneiders 2003:171).
Many sociologists of religion point to the fact that particularly in
Europe church structures are evaporating, organised Christianity is in
decline, and the future of religion itself is at stake.

Some of the reasons for what can be called an ‘allergy’ towards
the institutional church are as follows: firstly, a fanatical intolerance
among certain church groups who espouse and are committed to an
ideology, with such remorseless zeal that its absoluteness is maintained
at any cost, even to the detriment of purely humanitarian feeling and
ethical behaviour. Such a lack of tolerance for views other than one’s
own occurs not only with respect to ‘outsiders’ but also to those within a
particular church grouping whose ideas are considered less orthodox or
possibly ‘heretical’. A ‘cursory glance at history will confirm the spec-
tacle of human beings ready to die for and kill in the name of ideolo-
gies and religions’ (Lorimer 1990:239). Jung tells us that fanaticism is
overcompensated doubt, and therefore the exclusiveness and
correctness of one’s doctrinal position is more important than
compassion and care for the other (Lorimer 1990:240). Clearly, arro-
gant certainties of dogma have alienated many. Secondly, autocratic
systems of church governance, requiring conservative obedience,
together with certainties of dogma, do little to encourage honest and
critical thought among members of the community. In fact, in many
traditions there is what could be called the ‘thought-police’, moni-
toring dissent.
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Thirdly, even the bible itself is held up as ‘law’ instead of a life
giving, sustaining and nourishing text. Fourthly, the church’s treatment
of women leaves much to be desired, although in some Christian groups
this situation is slowly receiving attention. Fifthly, particularly in certain
established churches, the legacy of the past is clearly seen in the visible
division of the body of believers into two parts, viz., the clergy and the
laity a division which has contributed to the fact that the former are
often considered ‘higher’ than the latter. Such a dichotomy has inevi-
tably led therefore to elitism. Sixthly, a further criticism is the fact that
the church does not take seriously the pluralist situation that it finds
itself in at this point in history. Almost everywhere different religions
and Weltanschauung exist together, and the church needs to adapt and
dialogue with its neighbours from different traditions. This could
hopefully lead to an alternative to Christian exclusiveness in which
there is no obliteration of distinctions, but rather an open dialogue in
which each participant can contribute in an atmosphere of creative
rapprochement. Finally, a large number of Christians maintain that ©...
these institutions have fallen into disuse because of their failure to
respond to [a] spiritual hunger ... [which] seeks immediacy with God ...
many people think that as a result of their dogmatic or practical
intransigence the churches are a source of violence and do not encou-
rage spiritual experience’ (Duquoc & Gutierrez 1994:vii). This percep-
tion has indeed led many to leave the church and seek fellowship and
understanding elsewhere, or to abandon Christianity or even the
spiritual quest for truth in its entirety. However, not all Christians fall
into this camp. In spite of what has been called the ‘dark night of the
church’ there is a willingness to remain within the body of believers and
help effect ‘a new way of being Church’. Although this may be painful,
it is ... for the sake of the Church, for community, for new patterns of
relating, out of fidelity to the Spirit, who is the very energy of relation,
connection and the vitality of all living things’ (Grey 1997:52).

As a sign of hope and possible corrective to the foregoing, it can
be said that there are currently many and various attempts to come to a
greater understanding of the church. For example, just to pinpoint one
example, church bodies throughout Christendom have taken seriously
the call for ecumenical endeavour. Whereas in the past discussions on
the church, particularly in Europe, have perhaps concentrated too much
on ecclesiastical structures, nowadays there is increasing interest in

explicating the essence of the church. Ecumenical endeavour, whilst not
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ignoring questions of church structure, concentrates more on the
mystery of the church. Biblical language is used to describe the church,
in preference to scholastic or juridical categories. Christocentric,
pastoral, biblical, historical and eschatological concerns are uppermost;
the church as witness, ministry and fellowship is clearly of prime
importance (Abbott 1972:11). In the New Testament itself there is a
plethora of images which attempt to elucidate the nature of the church.
Metaphors abound and indeed the very use of imagery is itself an
attempt to express in human terms, that which is essentially a mystery.
Perhaps one of the contributions that Africa and South Africa, in
particular, can make towards an understanding of the reality of the
church is to provide fresh metaphors unique to the African continent. In
addition, many of the African Christian churches are not as hierarchi-
cally stratified as the established European Christian communities; they
may therefore illustrate elements of the church which have been buried
for too long within the cast of ecclesiastical stone.

In summary, however, notwithstanding the above caveat, the
crisis in society and its ramifications in the church are clearly very
serious. Western culture, prizing functional success over caring commu-
nion, stresses having over being, calculative over meditative thought,
and rational knowledge over mystical awareness. As a result the depth
dimension of reality is bracketed out or forgotten and the world is seen
from the perspective of its usefulness. It is therefore necessary that we
be liberated from a deterministic and rigidly objective sense of reality,
so as to comprehend how the physical participates in the metaphysical.
The church finds itself in a situation of crisis, and needs to admit its
own shortcomings in order to be a leaven for society. We need a
heuristic faith that is open and eager and allows the transcendent
experience of the divine to become imbedded in daily life. The ultimate
goal in life is not merely to adapt to the socio-political and economic
environment, but to experience the Spirit in a direct and mystical way. It
is my contention that a revalorization of the mystical will bring renewal
and a return to the pristine message of the gospel. Let us now look
briefly at the nature of mysticism.

Mysticism: its value for society and church
By way of contextualization, it is important to note that constructive

postmodernism, in contrast to deconstructive postmodernism (Griffin
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1990), lends itself to a greater appreciation of the mystical, due to the
breakdown of the dominance of scientific positivism and Enlightenment
modes of certitude. Atheistic nihilism as well as dualistic super-
naturalism are giving way to an organic and ecological spirituality in
which the reality of spiritual energy is seen °..to exist within and
between all nodes in the cosmic web of interconnections’ (Griffin
1990:2). Such spirituality is post patriarchal and telluric — expressing
sensitivity towards and solidarity with the earth, not as an object to be
dominated, but as mother, symbol and abode of the divine (Kappen
1994:33). Clearly, the ‘strong’ and often harsh values of modernism are
being pulverised, and there is a new awareness of the world as a place
where life can be lived poetically and mystically.

For purposes of the present discussion mysticism can be
described as the experience of union with God. In Christian mysticism it
is Christ who articulates this union through the Spirit. The problematic
concerning definition, etc., of mysticism has been dealt with elsewhere
(Kourie 1992); suffice it to say at this stage, that it continues to be a
cause of intense debate and controversy, not only in academic and
church circles but in everyday discourse. Perhaps one of the reasons that
the subject of mysticism is so prevalent today is the fact that it witnesses
to a current desire for access to the divine, a quest for an experience,
dissatisfaction with dogma and a longing to live life in depth. In addi-
tion, it is a realisation of panentheism: ¢...the world is in God and God is
in the world in a kind of “perichoresis™ (Carozzo 1994:19). Waaijman
defines mysticism as ‘... a relational process between God and man
(sic), a process which has its own language and logic ... the intimacy of
mystical love purifies the intellect, the will and the memory until they
are completely attuned to God’ (2002:357). McGinn, drawing on the
work of Lonergan and Merton, speaks of mystical consciousness as
‘meta-consciousness— a consciousness beyond — which is ... the co-
presence of God in our inner acts, not as an object to be understood or
grasped, but as the transforming Other’ (2008:47; cf. 2011).

Mysticism is not an isolated experience, but one that impacts on
life, affecting not only the individual concerned, but also society itself.
As McGinn (2005:19) points out, the only validation one has with
respect to the mystics claims is ‘through the impact their inner transfor-
mation has upon their lives and the lives of those they influenced’.
Mystics can be seen as paradigms of human authenticity; in many cases
they are pioneers shedding light on what is hidden and pointing to a
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passionate encounter with the Divine. They witness to the active infu-
sion of Infinite Spirit into finite spirit, or perhaps more accurately, an
awakening to the inner actualization of the same. The fruits of mysti-
cism can be seen, inter alia, in their warmth of love in self-giving,
dynamic qualities of leadership, and the fact that there is ‘an
exceptional, deep-rooted mental healthiness, which is readily recog-
nisable. It is expressed in the bent for action, the faculty for adapting
and re-adapting oneself to circumstances, discernment of what is
possible, and what is not, in the spirit of simplicity which triumphs over
complications, in a word, supreme good sense’ (Bergson 1980: 227-
228). We see in the life of Thomas Merton a prime example of the need
to combine the mystical with the ethical in his commitment to the
common good, ‘... to make the world better, more free, more just, more
livable, more human’ (Furlong 1980: 253-254). Mysticism, therefore,
encompasses a way of life in which a process of transformation occurs,
followed by a life of service to others. The means by which this is
effected vary, but suffice it to say that systematic structuring of the
mystical reality enriches both church and society, so that the insights
gained are brought into daily life.

Although the basic argument of this paper is that mysticism can
benefit society and the church, this does not mean to say that cordial
relations have always existed and continue to exist between them. On
the contrary, there remains a great deal of equivocation as to the value
of mysticism. Particularly with respect to the interface between mysti-
cism and the church, history shows us that there have been contra-
dictory opinions. Lee (1989:105) correctly points out the ‘... curious
contradiction mysticism has historically proved to be for the Church. It
has been the wellspring of both saints and schismatics, the hallmark of
luminaries and lunatics alike. It has been a force for the active up-
building of the body of Christ and an impetus to the counter-currents of
sectarianism, anti-nomianism and quietism. It has issued in theologies
of impeccable Trinitarian monotheism and in the heterodoxy of
pantheism’. Mystics have more often than not been viewed with distrust
as disturbers of the institutional order. The fact that mysticism is no
longer an esoteric phenomenon, limited to a few marginalised people,
has led to further alienation within certain churches. Mysticism has
spread so rapidly, and has gained a social significance that was lacking
three or four decades ago, that the church is now confronted with a
movement that can no longer be ignored. The church can resort to
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mechanisms of self-defence in order to deal with this situation, for
example, ‘rigidity directed inwards’ and ‘suspicion directed outwards’
(Carozzo 1994:20). Complex and rigid orthodoxy can be used to expel
the mystically inclined, with the disclaimer that mysticism is syncre-
tistic and leads to relativism, and as such is a danger for the church. On
the other hand, the church can react with openness and see mysticism as
a divine gift (charism) for the Enlightenment of all its members (Lee
1989:105). Mysticism might even be ‘a sign through which the Spirit of
Jesus is addressing itself to the churches ... postmodernist mysticism is
an invitation to change pedagogical key and in particular to put
experience of the God of Jesus rather than propositions at the centre of
religious education’ (Carozzo 1994: 24).

Karl Rahner (1971:15) states cogently, ‘... the devout Christian of
the future will either be a mystic — one who has experienced something,
or he will cease to be anything at all’. Particularly, with respect to the
Christian church, a recovery and revalorization of its mystical heritage
will enable the church to be more relevant at several levels. Firstly, the
democratisation of structures — with less emphasis on the distinction
between clergy and laity — will result in the dismantling of monolithic
structures and greater co-operative endeavours among all the members
of the body of Christ. Secondly, there will be a greater understanding of
the needs of a pluralistic society and a greater openness to the insights
of world religions. Thirdly, the role of women will be more readily
acknowledged with the result that the androcentric and patriarchal bias
of the past will be eliminated. This would result in a mutually
supportive relationship of complementarity between women and men,
instead of adversarial relationships of difference. Perhaps women would
become more assertive and differentiated, and men would become more
permeable and connected! A new understanding of gender would also
lead to fewer dichotomies: between mind/body, spiritual/secular,
masculinity/femininity; as a result the world could become less violent
and the warring factions both within the individual and at a societal
level would be diminished. Fourthly, a renewed ecological sensitivity
would emerge as the church becomes aware of the fact all is inter-
related, and therefore each part of the whole is deserving of respect.
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Conclusion

By way of conclusion, it can be said that the revalorization of mysticism
counteracts a purely external, dissipated and alienated existence. A true
understanding of the mystical argues against the tyranny of scientific
materialism so prevalent in the frenetic and secularist world. The
mystical life effects transmutation of character and transformation of
consciousness; transcendence is found in immanence and the essential
in the phenomenal. Mysticism can be seen as a gift and a palladium for
society and the future of the church. A realisation of the coinherence of
God in matter and history effects freedom from the fragmentation and
lonely atomisation of modernity and draws us to the deep levels of
connectedness in the Spirit. Mysticism is a charism, and needs to be
reclaimed from the mists of ignorance surrounding it for so many
decades. Revalorisation of the mystical leads to enhanced life; daily life
undergoes a gain in sensory intensity. There is a new dimension of
temporality in which validation of the world is pre-eminent. Mystics are
not those who possess a certain sixth sense, which separates them from
others; they are part of the human family, but have been awakened to a
transfigured existence. Religion is no longer seen primarily as doctrinal
adherence, institutional affiliation or ethical endeavour, but rather as
personal engagement with the Absolute. God is not seen as a meta-
physical concept, but a mystically experienced Reality. Mystical
Enlightenment does not imply manumission of effort, but on the
contrary, a return to the market place in altruistic simplicity.
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The prophetic role of Christian faith communities
in contemporary Africa
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Introduction: Christian Faith in Public Life

From the very beginning of its Jewish roots in the Hebrew Scripture
the Christian faith has always faced two challenges. First, there has
been the temptation for rulers to turn themselves into gods and require
from their subjects such allegiance as belongs to God alone. Secondly,
there has always been the temptation for Christian believers to give
acquiescence to this blasphemy, either actively by supporting it in
various ways, or passively by not vigorously resisting it. The intensity
of this temptation in its two manifestations has, of course, differed
from epoch to epoch in the history of each location the church was to
be found, and Christians in each place and era have had to weigh the
manner and strength of their response. Because of different situations,
Christians have therefore responded to the challenges differently in
actual practice in different locations and times. In all cases, however,
the ‘prophetic tradition’ of the Hebrew Scriptures remains paradig-
matic for all Christians of every age in its resistance against the exces-
ses of the rulers of this world and the idolatrous demands of their false
gods.

Having in various ways resisted and defeated the false gods of
slavery, colonialism and apartheid, contemporary Africa is faced with
new types of rulers with their gods against which the Christian faith
and Church are mandated by the God of Jesus to rebel and resist. “No
other gods, only me’ remains the divine directive. The inescapable
question for the Church in Africa today is, therefore, how to respond
to the challenges born of the false gods of international exploitation
and injustice, internal oppression and discrimination, tribalism and
bad governance, corruption and marginalisation of people, and the

" Guest Lecturer Department of Biblical and Ancient Studies, University of South
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numerous ideologies of ‘development’ which, instead of promoting
holistic human development, subject the African person all over the
continent to materialism at the expense of his/her identity, human
dignity and rights. Does the distinctive voice of Christian communities
come out loud and clear in the public square, just as that of the
prophets did against the rulers of Israel? My goal here is to show how,
citing pertinent examples, the contemporary African social, economic
and political situation calls for a vigorous prophetic response from the
Christian Church based on its faith in the one God revealed by Jesus
Christ.

The question of identity

The Christian church has had to face the challenge concerning the
meaning of its identity from the very beginning of its existence,
initially vis-a-vis Judaism and the Gentile religions, and then against
Roman imperial-religious power, as well as the dominant philosophies
of the day. The early development of doctrine was a result of this
struggle. But the process cannot end as long as the church is a living
organism in a changing environment, and so it has continued through-
out history up to our own day. That is why the question cannot be
escaped: What is involved in being church in Africa today? In our age
of sharply conflicting interests, the church has to be clear, for the sake
of evangelization, about her position in the areas of political, eco-
nomic, and social structures and ideologies. Failing this, or being
ambiguous about it, compromises her mission.

‘Identity refers to commitment and loyalty of a particular cul-
ture, religion, or community’, as Aquiline Tarimo explains. ‘It is a
medium through which people define themselves vis-a-vis other
groups as well as reinforce patterns of social relationships between
members of a given community’ (Tarimo 2009:26). Thus identity
defines social space. How am I, or are we different from others? This
is not a strange question at all; rather, it forms part of the normal
process of growth and development of a specific identity. No indivi-
dual or corporate body is completely identical to another; we are
condemned, so to speak, to be different. Nature has designed us in
such a way that not only our similarities, but even more so our dif-
ferences, make us who we are. In other words, our differences dis-

tinguish us from one another and the others and so identify us. They
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provide us our ‘personality’. They constitute, so to speak, our identity
markers.

In voluntary associations, such as religion, conscious choice is
normally the main factor of identity, the fundamental aspect of the
process of belonging and loyalty. The questions usually are these:
What kind of group are we, and do we want to be and become, and in
pursuit of what ends? These are issues of vision, process, and goal.
They describe any group’s character as the all-embracing identity-
marker that subsumes all others. We can speak of the ‘character’ of
either individuals or corporate bodies to define them, to point them out
for what they really are, and to distinguish them from other similar
entities.

Christian identity

We will be concerned in this reflection with the identity of the Chris-
tian Church as an institution, a corporate body, a community. Since
inculturation is of the very essence of the church, it means that local
churches sport certain particular identity-markers. Although we can
speak of a general Christian identity throughout the ages because of
the church’s faithfulness to Christ and his message, we must also, and
perhaps more accurately, at the same time refer to the Christian iden-
tities of Christian churches in various locations and times.

In the New Testament, the existence of different churches, with
different characteristics in terms of theologies, is quite clear and
seems to be taken for granted. Most of the Apostles preach to the Jews
but Peter and Paul and Barnabas to the Gentiles — this seems to be the
acknowledged consensus in the Apostolic Church at the beginning of
the Christian movement (see Acts 15). Consequently, it is customary
to speak with reference to the New Testament of Pauline churches, for
instance, Christian assemblies quite distinct from one another, each
with particular organisational forms, problems and strengths. But there
are also others, such as Johannine and Petrine communities.

Paul in his letters refers to the various churches he founded or
was somehow associated with clearly by name — the Church in Rome,
Corinth, Ephesus, Philippi, and Galatia, as well as others which are
home-based. He also spells out the problems and virtues of each, the
things with them that make him sad and those of which he is proud. In
fact, the letters are written to address some of the problems and
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strengths Paul recognises to be brought about in these churches by
different circumstances. New Testament scholarship has, in fact,
established that, broadly, the different styles of writing and content we
find in the various books there indicate basically different social,
political and economic environments. In short, they point to the
context conditioning the development of the ecclesial identities of the
different apostolic churches.

Just like the individual person, the church’s identity and charac-
ter depend on many factors. In Africa today these are shaped by the
church’s reaction to what happens around it, indicating at the same
time what happens within it. It is essential first to be clear about what
context the church finds itself in. Then we have to look at how it
responds to this context. In the process of contact and the dynamics of
reaction, that is, in the act of mutual affirmation and rejection of
elements between the church and the surrounding milieu, Christian
identity is formed. There is no other way around this because identity,
it is important to underline, does not and cannot happen in a vacuum.
It is a result of the dynamics of individuation of persons and commu-
nities, on the one hand, and the struggle to respond to the prevailing
environment, on the other. And we must understand ‘responding to the
environment’ in a very interactive sense, which includes challenging
and modifying each other. The survival of the individual or corporate
body in any environment depends on how successfully this process is
carried out.

Earlier contexts and responses of the churches in Africa

At the end of the nineteenth century, a period signalling the beginning
of establishing the church in Africa south of the Sahara, we note two
dominant aspects of the prevailing environment. First, we have strong
traditional cultures in place. Although cultural contact with the outside
world was not completely absent even then, notably, with Arab mer-
chants along the coast and slave traders inland, it had hardly affected
traditional cultures, specifically in the strictly religious arena. Africans
in this region continued to pray and worship in their customary ways,
and there were neither questions asked nor thought entertained about
changing or modifying them.

But this was also the period of the establishment of the colo-
nies. The colonial situation formed the other side of the contextual
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coin in which the Christian churches, arriving simultaneously with it
together with the European exploratory and merchant entrepreneurs
had to situate itself. It was a situation that was generally negative in
the perception of, and definitely antagonistic and hostile towards, the
traditional context at all levels of the political, economic, social and
religious spectrum. The political, commercial, and social interests of
the new situation were at odds with their counterparts in the old. This
conflict created an atmosphere of hostility, oftentimes open, as in the
Maji Maji and later Mau Mau struggles in Tanganyika and Kenya
respectively. Much more often, however, the discontent was sim-
mering and permanent. The identity of each of these protagonists was
often defined in the struggle. For the church, the question was clear,
though not articulated in so many words: How could the church
establish its identity in the context of these competing perceptions and
ways of life? How should it navigate between the two worlds? On one
side, there was the traditional context of political administration by
leaders (whether chiefs or other elders) who also wielded sacred
power, ancestor veneration, belief in spiritual presence everywhere,
and customs not only different from, but strange to and condemned by
European perceptions. On the other, there was the European and
Christian churches desire to ‘civilise the natives’ through commerce
and the introduction of new religious beliefs and behaviours.

History gives us a picture of the contemporary church’s choice
in this dilemma. By and large, it chose to side with the colonial con-
text in its self-imposed, so-called civilizing mission of the natives. In
other words, it generally blessed the colonial context with very little
critique, if at all.” Largely, it failed to create a new context based on
God’s word found in the prophetic position of the Scriptures, which
we now realise should be the church’s primary responsibility in any
situation. Through its preaching and practice the church should trans-
form any given situation so as to create ‘a new heaven and a new
earth’. The church’s identity was therefore at this time blurred among
the majority of Africans. They felt themselves unable, except in very
rare circumstances, to distinguish between the colonial political

2 Later on, in the middle of the 20" century, there were Christian voices cautioning

about the wisdom of this choice. Among others, Adrian Hastings (1979:285, at
footnotes 24) mentions Roland Oliver, John V. Taylor, J.H. Oldham, Max
Warren, and Alfred de Soras.
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dispensation and the new Christian evangelical one, which often
claimed to have nothing to do with the former. In different ways, this
is the legacy the church in Africa is still struggling with today.

When political independence finally came to the African states
beginning with the decade of the 1960s, the colonial versus traditional
conflicting situation remained fundamentally unchanged. Let us dis-
cuss briefly here three aspects of this situation: the cultural-social, the
political, and the economic features. All these contribute to shape the
identity of the Christian church in Africa today. They also point to
ways in which the church should define its identity in this century.

The cultural-social situation

In the cultural-religious sphere, the identity of the Christian churches
is approached variously. The new charismatic, Pentecostal and neo-
Pentecostal branches of Christianity, originating mainly since the
1970s, seem to define themselves in radical opposition to African
religiosity and spirituality.® To say that for them it seems as if Jesus
has nothing at all to do with African religiosity is surely not a carica-
ture of the Pentecostal position. Once one has been ‘born again’, has
‘met Jesus’, or been ‘saved’, one must abandon almost totally the
African worldview which the missionaries and early colonists also
rejected and fought against. In this position Pentecostal and neo-
Pentecostal identity enjoys the voice and stance of clarity: ‘Reject
African spirituality’. But at what cost? The price people have to pay
for this stance is clearly alienation from their roots. The benefits they
seem to reap in terms of healing, deliverance and economic success
are usually short-lived, probably because the identity thus formed does
not send deep enough roots into cultural spirituality.

Opposition to the religious sensibilities of traditional value
systems also to some extent still defines mainline Protestant and
Catholic identity. If the missionary (and several current Pentecostal
and neo-Pentecostal churches) approaches of total condemnation have
been toned down in the mainline churches, this is only slightly, and
not in the areas that really matter. In the fields of ancestor veneration,
the unity of the visible and spiritual universes, and similar matters of

®  For a brief but comprehensive study of these movements in the Nairobi area of

Kenya, see Aylward Shorter and Joseph N. Njiru 2001.
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belief important to the general African Christian, the church's position
is still worlds apart from that of the African traditional reality. The
African Christian, even the modern educated one, still feels basically
at a loss to identify him or herself at the same time as African and
Christian. Although the mainline churches theoretically encourage the
process of deep insertion of faith into culture, they seem unable to
bring it about for fear of losing their conventional identity through
what is sometimes referred to as ‘relativism’ and ‘syncretism’.

If the task of the Gospel of Christ is to challenge culture,
including the culture it is currently expressed in or bears, then it needs
to construct a new culture, constantly. But this new culture will not be
something that falls from nowhere because it happens in the process
of borrowing values from the cultural experiences around, including,
once again, from whatever culture it may be clothed in at any particu-
lar moment. This is what is now referred to as the process of incul-
turation. Caution here is necessary, however. For Africa, what
inculturation should mean is that Christ must be born anew in African
cultures and live, preach, and die in this context. In this way, he brings
out what is best in this culture as a new culture, just as he did with the
Jewish culture. Christ’s work is thus not predicated essentially to an
intermediary criterion, save only the will of God for the fullness of life
of humankind. This is the radical meaning of the incarnation, God
becoming human and dwelling among us, Emmanuel.

From this perspective, inculturation, as is often understood, is
skewed, in the sense that it makes of the process a priori weighted too
much against the African religious environment. Since it takes as a
necessary intermediary the expressions of the faith in Christ as
developed in another place (Europe), it is indeed often no more than
adaptation. The process appears as if, compared to African religiosity
and spirituality, European Christian cultural expressions of faith in
Christ enjoy superiority over African cultural experiences of divine
revelation. From the outset, it subordinates African to Western cate-
gories of belief-expression. In this way, the identity and voice of the
church remain substantially foreign. This is why, in practical terms,
syncretism, understood not as liberal compromise, but positively as
the fusion of what is life-giving and life-enhancing from both Chris-
tian and African spiritual traditions, may be what we want if we are to
construct an authentic African Christianity. This will be a new iden-

71



tity, one that is neither essentially European nor exclusively traditional
African, but precisely African-Christian.

With different degrees of success, this is what most African
Initiated Churches (AICs) struggle to achieve. Analyses and critiques
of these movements have sometimes focused on their failures, their
emphasis on Old Testament biblical tradition at one extreme, or on
African traditional spiritual practices at the other. These are indeed
serious shortcomings and must be pointed out and critiqued. But it
should be borne in mind that the movement at constructing a truly
African Christian identity is not foolproof among AICs or mainline
ones. Just like all human attempts at relating to God, it is full of pit-
falls on account of human limitations in this area, and so ongoing
critique of it is necessary.

What is clear and admirable in the struggle the AICs are enga-
ged in is the general vision they espouse. Contrary to some percep-
tions, theirs is not an ‘anything goes’ type of exercise or the mindless
syncretism it is sometimes alleged to be. It is rather, in many cases, a
struggle at conscientious and judicious reading, interoperation, adjudi-
cation, and fusion of the meaning of two texts. There is the text of the
African life experience on the one hand, and the text of the good news
of Jesus Christ as found in the Scriptures on the other. This procedure
can provide us with a new Christian identity in the African cultural
context where, especially in this age of globalization, Western and
Black African philosophical and spiritual perceptions on life are in
unavoidable, constant and immediate conflicting contact more than
ever before.

One of the most obvious positive features of the mainline
churches in the social sphere has been their clarity and distinctiveness
of commitment to service, historically evidenced in the areas of
education and health. Church-run schools have excelled in providing
quality education throughout Africa. The same can be said of the
health sector, with the churches establishing facilities exceeding, in
many cases, those of the state in size and quality. With the eruption of
the HIV/AIDS epidemic since 1983, the churches have been quite
clear about their rejection of the use of condoms as a way to tackle
and arrest the pandemic. They have been severely criticised for this
stance. Of course, whether or not the arguments they advance are
correct can, and perhaps should, be debated. However, the point here

72



is that the position of the churches, their identity on this issue is
unambiguous.

The church in politics

If the struggle for the identity of the churches vis-a-vis African tra-
ditional spirituality may be considered an intra-church affair, one
usually involving inner beliefs and teachings of religions, the
churches’ political involvement touches directly on the public sphere.
It attracts much wider attention and, in Africa, it is often looked at
with anger from the state.

The doctrine of separation of church and state preached in
secular states around the world, as also in much of Africa, has much to
commend it, but is valid only up to a point and is often used selec-
tively for convenience. Conversely, the church’s claim that it has
nothing to do with politics, as well as the politicians charge that it
should not meddle in politics, carries meaning only to a certain extent.
Adrian Hastings observes that ‘No church can wholly escape a
political dimension to its behaviour’ (1979:265). Since the context of
both the state and the church is society (and indeed the universe they
both share), absolute categories of separation of involvement in
activities and competencies cannot be sustained. Here, as elsewhere,
the church struggles for its own identity in necessarily muddled
waters. Many factors are involved that constrain different churches to
identify themselves differently. Let us cite some clear and current
examples.

The National Council of Churches of Kenya (NCCK), spear-
headed by several prominent churchmen in the country, was at one
time a fierce critic of then President Daniel Arap Moi’s regime for its
alleged oppression and muzzling of political dissent. The Africa
Inland Church, a mainline denomination, however, left the NCCK
over the issue because it perceived this body as biased against the
President, a member of the latter church. Archbishop Ondiek of Legio
Maria, an African Initiated Church, was at one time a minister in
Moi’s government, obviously putting the weight of the church behind
the government. The World Intercessory Ministries, a Pentecostal
body, and the NCCK were at loggerheads in 1992 over Moi’s disputed
re-election results, with the former urging that the results be accepted

73



against the position of the latter (see Gifford 2001:51). As Christian
churches, what and where was their identity?*

A similar scenario repeated itself in the same country with the
controversial presidential election results of 2008, which both Presi-
dent Mwai Kibaki and Prime Minister Raila Odinga claimed to win.
The top leadership of the Catholic Church in Kenya was publicly
divided along ethnic lines, thus putting exclusionary tribal identities
ahead of inclusive Christian identity and commitment. According to
theologian Agbonkhianmeghe E. Orobator, the church’s ‘moral capa-
city’ and ‘credibility’ ‘to challenge society and uphold principles of
right and wrong, truth and falsity’ was thereby ‘severely eroded’. By
colluding with unethical political leaders, the church has compromised
‘its prophetic voice and provides cover for the states unethical machi-
nations’ (see Orobator 2009:184).

For Rwanda the question involves the role the churches played
during the genocide of 1994 and the years leading to this tragic event
(see e.g., Dellaire 2002). The trials at the International Criminal Court
for Rwanda in Arusha, Tanzania, indicate that, with some notable
exceptions, many of the Christian churches in their top representa-
tives, were in one way or another accomplices to the situation resul-
ting in the crimes associated with the 1994 tragedy. The orgy of brutal
killings lasted for one hundred days and cost over 800,000 lives. In
other words, the church failed to distinguish itself as an entity with a
different message from that which was brewing before 1994. It was
one of tribal stereotyping and crude propaganda. If the political
context in Rwanda for many years was one of hatred and vindic-
tiveness and the use of political power for reasons of tribal discrimi-
nation and oppression, where was the voice of the church? More
precisely, what was the voice of the church? For, especially in a
context such as Rwandas, silence was precisely a form of speech.
What distinguishes the church of Christ in every situation, in every
context, is intolerance to evil, at whatever cost to herself,

Dr. Manasses Kuria, Bishop Alexander Kipsang Muge, Bishop Henry Okullu and
Dr. David Gitari were prominent leaders in the Anglican Church of Kenya (ACK)
who fiercely defended the freedom of the Church to criticise human rights abuses
during the one-party regime in the country. Bishop Muge died in a suspicious car
accident, widely believed to have been politically engineered because of his out-
spokenness on the injustices perpetrated by the regime.
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The same general question applies to the situation in Tanzania
and Uganda. During the long experimentation with Ujamaa socialism
in Tanzania, what kind of voice was the churches’? The relationship
of the Catholic Church with a devout and practising Catholic Christian
spearheading this experiment provides interesting study. With refe-
rence to Ujamaa, perhaps the only example of a firm and public
stance in the Catholic Church was from one prelate, Bishop
Christopher Mwoleka of the diocese of Rulenge. The national asso-
ciation of bishops, known as the Tanzania Episcopal Conference
(TEC), was obviously unsure and prevaricated about the Ujamaa
experiment throughout Nyerere's long tenure as President of the
nation.’ Surprisingly, however, it issued no clear statement, one way
or the other, explaining its position. This at a time when the general
population, mostly illiterate and confused about the direction of the
country only a short time after the euphoria of independence, needed
unambiguous guidance on this issue.

In Idi Amin’s reign of terror in Uganda, a pre-eminent example
of the church’s position was Archbishop Janani Luwum of the Church
of Uganda who, unsurprisingly, paid for it with his life. But, unlike in
Tanzania, the position for which Archbishop Luwum died was ini-
tially collective. For, in September 1976, at a meeting of all the bis-
hops of the Church of Uganda, the Catholic Church, and prominent
leaders of the Muslim community, Archbishop Luwum was elected
chairman. The meeting surveyed major aspects of national life under
the Amin regime and denounced the performance of the government
in very clear terms. This meeting would spell the fate of the Arch-
bishop. ‘Amin, when he obtained the minutes of this meeting, was
furious, and also nervous lest the religious leaders should unite against
him’ (Gifford 2001:119). He etched the plan to have the Archbishop
eliminated. Suddenly, after the murder of Archbishop Luwum, the
Church of Uganda made a complete about turn; it placed at the head
of the church bishops who were either related to or in total agreement
with heads of state! And this seems deliberate, apparently to safeguard
the church’s position in the good books of each succeeding regime. It

° In many of his writings and speeches, Nyerere discussed Ujamaas relationship

and relevance to the Christian faith. See Nyerere 1973: 213-228. Also van Bergen
1981, Westerlund 1980, and Hastings et al 1969.

75



is not difficult to see, of course, that the identity of the church as an
independent entity has also thereby been seriously compromised.

The economic sphere

When we speak of economics in Africa, we are speaking of a situation
of poverty, material poverty. Most of the highly indebted poor coun-
tries (HIPCs) of the world are to be found in Africa. When the media
and human rights organisations talk of people who live ‘under a dollar
a day’, as is fashionable to do nowadays, it is in most instances Africa
they are referring to. And Africa is on the agenda whenever the rich
industrialized nations meet to discuss issues of international aid. Most
or all of the eight millennium development goals (MDGs) established
and committed to by 189 nations in 2000 (and renewed in 2010) to
free people from poverty and other wants apply directly to the African
situation: (1) Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; (2) Achieve
universal primary education; (3) Promote gender equality and em-
power women; (4) Reduce child mortality; (5) Improve maternal
health; (6) Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; (7) Ensure
environmental sustainability; and (8) Develop a global partnership for
development.

It is true that the church cannot do much directly in this field.
But ‘directly’ is an important qualifier since the poverty of Africa is
caused by factors that the church can directly influence. These factors
are mostly ethical, and involve many Christians. Reference here is to
the corruption of people in high places. Embezzling public funds, or
funds provided for development projects by donors, is one form of the
rampant corruption bedeviling Africa. The money does not reach its
targets in building the necessary infrastructures that could speed up
the industrialization and the development of the African nations.
Instead, it simply disappears into the pockets of the already filthy
wealthy, so that the gap between the few rich and the majority poor is
so wide that it exceeds similar phenomena anywhere else on the globe.
There is really no need to illustrate this. Cases of corrupt government
officials known by name constitute the daily headlines of the media in
all African countries. This is not a new phenomenon; it comes to the
forefront of the public only because of the freedom of the press
currently asserting itself against a degree of totalitarianism that was in
place in many countries previously. In Kenya it has been dubbed ‘the
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culture of impunity’, where rarely the criminals are prosecuted or the
crimes punished.

This may seem like an exaggeration, but it is not. As an exam-
ple, at least one Eastern African country is said to have the dubious
honour of having the largest number of ministerial positions in the
world. To hear, moreover, that Members of Parliament in a poor
African country are some of the highest paid representatives in the
whole world baffles the imagination, this at a time when many of the
people they represent die daily for lack of basic needs. Reportedly, the
types, sizes, and number of vehicles for many African leaders, bought
at public expense, rival those of the countries giving aid to the conti-
nent. Africa constantly asks for economic aid, yet occasionally here, a
president arouses the nation’s fury because he wants to buy a state-of-
the-art personal jet at huge public expense.

However, all of this fades into relative insignificance compared
to the corrupt deals African governments make, virtually selling their
countries to outside, wealthy interests, and thus putting the existence
of Africa’s future generations in actual jeopardy. The sale of huge
tracks of land to foreign transnational corporations is one such in-
stance, and is reportedly not limited to one or two countries in the
continent. Apart from trophy hunting in the continent’s national parks,
there are also the mining and drilling concessions, where the same
thing happens. The most well known instance of this (but by no means
the only one) is the drilling of oil in the Niger Delta in Nigeria. But
perhaps the most heinous instances concern those deals that allow the
transfer and dumping of poisonous waste materials from foreign
industries on to African soil. A particularly notorious case was that of
Transfigura, an oil trading company, which dumped such waste in
Abidjan, Ivory Coast, in September 2006. The immediate conse-
quences in terms of people killed or maimed were bad enough, but the
long-term ones in terms of harm to health and the environment
brought to future generations of Africans and other creatures are
indescribably unconscionable.

Here, perhaps more than anywhere in the economic sphere, the
role of the church should be clear. For, the church’s identity is
expressed most clearly in defence of life and the protection of God’s
universe. How, then, does she treat those of her members who are
known embezzlers, or who collude in murderous deals such as the
above? Public censure or excommunication would certainly not
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contravene the spirit of the Gospel? The goal would be, of course, not
ultimately to keep the people in question outside the fold of the
church: we are all sinners and need the mercy and grace of God. But
we cannot arbitrarily presume God’s mercy; we have at the same time
to show repentance for our faults and amend our ways. It is the
responsibility of the Church as teacher to show us, and in no uncertain
terms, where we need repentance.

There are precedents in history about religious groups, on the
basis of their faith, taking serious action against blatant injustice,
exploitation and oppression by their members. The example of the
Quakers (or Society of Friends) and the North American Episcopal
Methodist Church’s rejection of the institution of slavery as an unmiti-
gated evil comes to mind. As John F. Maxwell reports, towards the
end of the 18™ century, by 1780, the Methodists had rejected slavery.
They described it as ‘contrary to the laws of God, man, and nature,
and hurtful to society; contrary to the dictates of conscience and pure
religion and doing that which we would not others should do to us or
ours’ (Maxwell 1975:96). Maxwell observes: ‘In 1785 all slave-
holding members of this Church were given 12 months in which to
emancipate their slaves or quietly withdraw from the Church. Those
who disposed of them in any other way than emancipation were to be
expelled from the Episcopal Methodist Church. This rule was
reaffirmed in 1801° (:96).

Of course, modern day slaveholders — the corrupt government
officials — might not think much of this kind of action against them
from the churches. They may just ignore it and consider themselves
none the worse for it. But it would be an important symbol of integrity
of the churches as a whole to the world. When the church embraces
such people and their actions, however, and in one way or another
benefits from them, her mission is compromised.

Towards true Christian identity/image

To be able to play a meaningful role in resolving some of the serious
problems brought about by conflicting interests in Africa, the Chris-
tian church needs to have a true identity, a clear image of itself. Histo-
rically, as we know, Christianity came here as a fragmented reality,
with so many conflicting denominations, theologies and claims, all in
the name of the one Jesus Christ. Even though this was not a conse-
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quence of African agency but of European realities, it remains a fact
in Africa as well and still impacts Africa very negatively at times
(Welbourn 1965). This makes the process of ecumenism or ecume-
nical dialogue something of utmost importance in building an African
Christian identity able to influence society. A fragmented image, with
fragmented loyalties will only play into the hands of those who
advance fragmented ethnic or tribal royalties for ends that may
actually be inimical to African nationhood, rights and dignity.

The image of the Christian church should be built on the fact
that we are first of all Christians who happen to be Methodists,
Presbyterians, Anglicans, or Catholics, and not the other way around.
Christian identity means trying to form what Tertullian called ‘a third
race of men’, people who identify themselves primarily by their con-
cern for justice and truth, wherever its origin, as Jesus did. Obviously,
one cannot be so naive as to see in this necessarily doctrinal unity of
the Christian churches. What is possible, and even more effective, as a
method of evangelism, is the dialogue of life. In conflicting situations,
cannot the Christian churches join together as one in their faith in
Jesus whose main mission was to bring completeness of life? Why
should the churches show this concern as divided groups rather than
speak with one voice and act together as people inspired by the one
and same faith in Christ?

The church’s image will be defined by where it puts its institu-
tional weight in conflicting interests. It is often said that the church
should not take sides in social and political issues, that it should be
neutral. This may be true, but only to a point. Perhaps the church
should not be a political party, or engage directly in party politics, or
espouse partisan ideologies. But that is as far as it goes. To take this
axiom further is not only to obfuscate the identity of the church; it is
to compromise and frustrate her mission. In reality, to be neutral in
matters of consequence is not to be impartial at all; and not to take a
stand in matters of life and death is really to take one. Someone will
always claim the church’s weight in these situations, when it would be
much better off for the church itself to claim ‘the right camp’. This is
a constant and continuous process of evaluation and re-evaluation that
involves several factors: (1) autonomy, (2) informed choice, (3) pro-
phecy and (4) advocacy. What do these factors mean?
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Autonomy

The very essence of individuation and identity is autonomy. Without
autonomy there is no real identity. Autonomy means the capacity to
choose, to make decisions. It is doubtlessly possible to suppress
autonomy, either forcibly or by way of indoctrination or bribery, so
that the decision-making faculty in an individual or community is
eliminated or compromised. Autocratic and dictatorial rulers hate
autonomy and do everything in their power to stifle or eliminate it.
The church, if it is to guarantee its true identity as guardian of justice,
human rights and dignity, must jealously protect its autonomy to
speak and act. The source of her autonomy is to be found in God’s
Word whose correct interpretation can only be seen in how it guaran-
tees life in this world. Divine revelation and inspiration are always
difficult to interpret, and sometimes the church experiences failure in
this task in various practical circumstances. Yet the only sure criterion
of correct interpretation of God’s will for humankind and the universe
consists in the principle of promotion of life in love for ‘God is love’
(see 1 Jn. 4:7-21). If the church must err let her err on the side of love
and service to life. Concern for life here on earth is her mandate, for
the church is the sacrament or visible sign of God’s life and concern
for the universe.

The problem for the autonomy of the church in Africa and
Africa at large is twofold. As J.N.K. Mugambi shows, African leaders
often solicit the favour of the church on the one hand, and church
leaders sometimes solicit favours from the state (2004:13-34). This
has often compromised the autonomy of the church to speak. True
autonomy demands that the church must denounce evil or affirm love-
Justice without fear or favour. St. Paul instructs Timothy as a leader in
the church that his true calling is to ‘proclaim the word; [to] be persis-
tent whether it is convenient or inconvenient; [to] convince, repri-
mand, encourage through all patience and teaching’. There will be
obstacles, of course, ‘But you, be self-possessed in all circumstances;
put up with hardship; perform the work of an evangelist; fulfil your
ministry’ (2 Tim. 4:2, 5). This is the kind of ministry Jesus ascribed to
himself, the ministry of freeing everyone who is in bondage, the
bondage of evil (see Lk. 4:16-21; also Mt. 25:31-46). It is the ministry
at the service of truth, the only kind of truth that sets free (see Jn.
8:31-38).
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Prophecy, informed choice, and advocacy

Autonomy is the foundation of prophecy, understood as speaking on
behalf of God or uttering God’s word. Autonomy, in Christian terms,
means placing oneself before God alone and being ready to be used by
God. ‘Here I am, send me, Lord.” The biblical prophetic literature is
clear on one point: speaking in the name of God often has painful
consequences. Yet, when things are not quite right in society, espe-
cially when the poor and helpless suffer, God calls forth prophets to
point out wrongdoing and explain what God wants. The church should
be such a prophetic voice. If there is any ministry the church despe-
rately needs now in Africa, it is the ministry of prophecy. As President
Jomo Kenyatta advised the Catholic Bishops of Eastern and Central
Africa in 1976, ‘The Church is the conscience of society, and today a
society needs a conscience. Do not be afraid to speak. If we are wrong
and you keep quiet, one day you may have to answer for our mistakes’
(quoted by Healey 2009:92, at footnote 19).

In Africa there have been some such voices everywhere. But in
most cases they have not been sustained. The Old Testament prophetic
figure shouts until people listen. Regardless of personal imperfections,
Bishop Pius Ncube of Zimbabwe must be listed as an example of
Christian prophecy when he pointed out the ills of the regime. Leaders
who denounce oppression and discrimination in our societies must
expect their imperfections similarly exposed by the enemies of truth as
Ncube’s were. But what is crucial for her own identity is that the
church must support the prophets among her children. No one, no
church, is perfect. But does that excuse her from denouncing evil?
God works with saints and sinners alike; the choice is God’s.
Divisions within the Church in Zimbabwe to a great extent contributed
to frustrating Ncube’s voice.

Although, as we have just pointed out, we cannot expect that
the church must be completely perfect before she engages in her
prophetic task of denouncing injustice, we must nevertheless insist
that her credibility will be enhanced if she sincerely seeks perfection,
if she denounces first or simultaneously with her criticism of political
rulers injustice within her own borders. The importance of this
requirement cannot be overemphasised. The 1971 Synod of the
Catholic Church meeting in Rome said as much in its concluding
document, Justice in the World. The statement was radical: No one —
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the church particularly — should presume to talk to others about justice
unless he or she is just in their eyes, according to the document. The
churches must bear this in mind if their stewardship of the Gospel in
this area is not to be justifiably despised or hesitant. Especially as an
institution, introspection in the sense of examination is part and parcel
of Christian prophecy.

To be able to announce God’s word for the salvation of the
world, the church needs to inform herself as deeply as possible on the
issues at hand and pray for the assistance of the Holy Spirit to guide
her. Can the church pronounce on economics? Can she say anything
about politics? Does she have the experts or expertise to do so? She
may not, and perhaps should not, portray herself as having specific
solutions to specific political or economic problems. Many popes have
pointed this out. Nevertheless, the church’s faith gives her a certain
confidence to point out evil where it occurs. What expertise is needed
to see and point out crass oppression, marginalisation, and suffering
among people?

Prophecy for the church today, in the sense of pronouncing the
word of God in affirmation or denunciation of given situations caused
by human agency, means putting the church’s institutional weight
behind her declarations. In other words, it involves the ministry of
advocacy. Perhaps the church has not done enough in this area? Has
she in practice relegated almost completely this responsibility to
(secular) non-governmental organizations (NGOs)? This is not to say
that NGOs have no place in advocacy; it is rather to say that the
church should do it from the perspective of her faith in the liberating
power of Jesus Christ. It approaches the issue from a different angle
that that of the civil NGOs, one that is part of her identity. And this
makes all the difference.

Aquiline Tarimo quotes Donal Dorr to the effect that the Catho-
lic Church may be standing ‘under the judgment of ... Its own social
teaching’ which has been developed ‘fairly comprehensively’ over
many years. The question is how it puts this teaching into practice,
how the church lives it. How concretely does it side with the
oppressed? Tarimo suggests that one way to do this is to uplift the
awareness of the masses. For this the church needs more effective
methods of bringing its message where it is needed to create what
Tarimo refers to as ‘public impact’. Could the church cooperate with

NGOs in this task? Why not? According to Tarimo, in our current
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African situation, ‘Without this cooperation the entire effort of
transforming social structures will not bring forth the desired fruits’
(Tarimo 2005:103).

Conclusion

Thirty years ago, in 1979, Adrian Hastings, an eminent historian of
African Christianity, observed something which still holds true in
many parts of Africa. After years of independence, ‘politics [in
Africa] have become a bad joke in the eyes of many due to corruption
and pure bad governance, so that people do not really identify with the
political administrations in place’. The churches, however, seem in
comparison to have ‘grown in popular credibility as much as the
governments have declined in that commodity’. In personalities like
Archbishop Janani Luwum, already mentioned, Cardinal Joseph
Malula of Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo) and
Archbishop Jean Zoa of Cameroon, the churches seem to attract the
confidence of the masses and so exert considerable influence with the
people. According to Hastings, ‘Many a government continues to find
that there is no reasonable alternative to accepting this fact of life and
keeping what ecclesiastical friends it may’ (1979:263). The question is
how the church will use this influence, its ‘institutional weight’, as we
have called it, to bring about change.

About six years before Hastings wrote the words above, Julius
K. Nyerere addressed this question in very clear, unambiguous
language. He put it to a group of nuns that the task of the church is to
participate ‘actively’ in the process of ‘rebellion against those social
structures and economic organisations which condemn ... [human
beings] to poverty, humiliation and degradation’. Failing this, accor-
ding to Nyerere, the church becomes ‘irrelevant’

and the Christian religion will degenerate into a set of
superstitions accepted by the fearful. Unless the Church,
its members and organisations, express God’s love for ...
[human beings] by involvement and leadership in
constructive protest against the present conditions ...,
then it will become identified with injustice and persecu-
tion. If this happens, it will die [at least as a meaningful,
liberating institution] — and, humanly speaking, deserves
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to die — because it will then serve no purpose compre-
hendsible to modern man (Nyerere 1973:215-216).

In its mission to advance God’s reign here on earth, the church should
construct its identity based not on ‘safe’, ‘polite’, or ‘popular’ deci-
sions, but on conscientiously ‘right ones’. On this matter Bishop
Barbara C. Harris said definitively: “... there comes a time when we
must act not because it is safe, not because it is polite, not because it is
popular, but because conscience says it is right’ (Otieno nd:146).
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Vatican II:
Did anything happen?'

Dr. Judith Coyle, IHM
Head of the School of Theology at St. Augustine College,
Linden, Johannesburg. South Africa

Professor Fr. Rodney Moss, with whom I have been privileged to
work at St. Augustine College these past six years, was, like myself,
‘in the pews’ at the time of the calling of the Second Vatican Council.
We come from a generation in the Catholic Church which knows both
the pre- and post-Vatican II eras, and well remember the excitement
generated by the Council, ‘the most important event in the history of
modern Catholicism® (Faggioli in Heft 2012:15). We would not
hesitate to say ‘yes’ to the question posed in the title of this article.”
The fact that today we take for granted such things as a vernacular
liturgy, lay participation, ecumenical relations, and social respon-
sibility testify to the momentous shift inaugurated by the council both
ad intra and ad extra’® Certainly something did happen. Then why
fifty years on such a question?*

Perhaps the question is being asked today, not just for historical
interest at the 50™ anniversary of the council, but in light of the fact
that there are conflicting opinions as to how the council is to be
interpreted and its teachings applied in the present life and ministry of
the church. This is not a new problem. Komonchak quotes Henri de
Lubac as saying ‘from the very beginning a distorting interpretation of
[the Council] began to spread’ (2008:26). ‘Progressives’, clearly the
majority at the council, saw the council as a good thing, ‘the long-
overdue accommodation of Catholicism to the modern world’ (:29).

' This article is reprinted with some minor additions from Grace & Truth, 28(3):88-

97.

This title is taken from Schultenover, David G. (ed) 2008. Vatican Il Did Anything
Happen? New York/London: Continuum.

Cardinal Suenens of Belgium proposed that the Council consider the church under
these two aspects at the end of its first session (cf. Gaillardetz 2006:14).

The 50" anniversary of the inauguration of the Council has seen a continuation of
attempts to interpret the event, for example Faggioli, Massimo 2012. Vatican II:
The Battle for Meaning. New York: Paulist.
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‘Traditionalists [saw] it as a bad thing, the capitulation of Catholicism
to principles and movements ... rightly resisted for 150 years’ (:29).
This later perspective was representative of a small but powerful
‘minority’ within the council, many of whom occupied positions of
influence in the years which followed. Although there are many shifts
and nuances within these positions, these two perspectives are gene-
rally seen as representing two interpretations of the council.

But today there is a third interpretation, entitled ‘reformist’ or
‘mediating’ (Komonchak 2008:29; Rush 2004:58), as exemplified by
Pope Benedict XVI who has said there is no pre- and post- Vatican II,
but only a re-affirmation of the continuity of Catholicism (cf. Rush:
2004:6; Komonchak 2008: 29-30). In the foundational elements surely
there is continuity. ‘[Tlhe Council never intended to sever itself from
the great tradition’, nor should it be interpreted as against that tradition
(Rush 2008:7). But in significant ways the bishops broke with that
tradition, a break seen as necessary in order to ‘rejuvenate that tradi-
tion’ (:7).

It may be that this ‘reformist’ perspective, in some ways a
denial of the change and dynamic of the council, is what various
authors address today. They clearly state that something did happen.
“‘Vatican II left the Catholic Church very different from the way it had
found it’ (Alberigo 2006:129). An understanding and interpretation of
these differences will be determinative, not only of the ongoing
implementation of the council, but of the very identity and mission of
the church.

The actual proceedings of the Council are a matter of record —
the participants, the speeches, the documentary drafts, and of course,
the 16 final documents. These ‘brute facts’ so to speak provide fertile
grounds for examination, interpretation and further understandings.
But as the council cannot be understood apart from all that preceded
it, so too it cannot be read apart from what it set in motion. The
manner in which it has continued to influence the tradition must also
be considered if a true measure of its significance is to be determined.’
In what follows I will look briefly at two interpretations of the coun-
cil; first that of Joseph Konomchak, the council as ‘event’, and then
that of John W. O’Malley, the council as ‘pastoral’. Komonchak

A recent example of this can be found in Heft, James L. (ed) with OMalley, John
2012. After Vatican II. Trajectories and Hermeneutics. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans.
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offers a historical interpretation of the council, demonstrating that it
cannot be limited to its historical and documentary parameters, but
must also be seen in relationship to what it set in motion within the
church. O’Malley, through a literary examination of the ‘style’ of the
documents — a significant break with every preceding council —
demonstrates the pastoral nature of the council and so its under-
standing of its mission in the world. Finally, I will reflect on Ormond
Rush’s development of ‘reception pneumatology’. If we are to conti-
nue to live out the council, both ‘reception’ and ‘dialogue’ are neces-
sary. He situates these in the very life of the Trinity, whose Spirit
‘poured forth upon the earth’ continues to engage in creative fidelity
the implementation of the vision of the council.

Stephen Schloesser, in the text noted at the start of this article,
demonstrates that, given the world situation at the time of the Second
Vatican Council, not to have addressed the issues that it did would
have been an ethical and moral failure of the Church’s mission
(2008:138). The larger and deeper questions that the world was
asking, implicitly or explicitly, about human existence and meaning,
called for a response, a direction that only such a council could have
given. Neil J. Ormerod (2008:176) also argues that it would be a
failure of its mission if the church were to return to a mentality of
removal and reaction against the world, the very world its members
are called to live in. ‘This must not be allowed to happen’ (:176). It is
this retreat that many see as occurring today. Perhaps in the consi-
derations that follow, some understanding of the intent of the council,
and of the necessity of its continuation — under the aegis of the Spirit —
might be shown.

The Council as Event: Joseph Komonchak

Joseph Komonchak, a foremost ecclesiologist and historian® says we
cannot view the council merely as a single, historical occurrence. Nor
can we determine its intent solely from a critical reading and
interpretation of the documents. Rather, he speaks of the council as an
‘event’, an ‘episode in a plot’ which carries meaning beyond the histo-
rical records and documentary outcomes. Such an ‘event’ makes a

¢ Komonchak is translator and editor with Guiseppe Alberigo of the five volume

History of Vatican II. 1995-2006. Maryknoll New York: Orbis.
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break with the past manner of operating and sets in motion a new way
of proceeding. ‘It implies “novelty”, discontinuity, a “rupture”, a
break from routine, causing surprise, disturbance, even trauma, and
perhaps initiating a new routine, a new realm of the taken-for-granted’
(2008:27). He notes that while this may not have been the intent of
those present, nonetheless the ‘rebellion’ of the bishops at the first
session when they rejected the preparatory committees draft proposal
of the document on the church was clearly experienced as a turning
point, ‘a break with the routine’.’

Kommonchak draws analogies between the council and
Caesar’s crossing the Rubicon or the storming of the Bastille. Both of
these ‘events’ were limited happenings, but they became symbolic of
all that we understand today as the Roman Empire and the French
Revolution. They were turning points against which much of subse-
quent history is interpreted and understood (:28, 34). Vatican II, he
argues, was just such a shift, an event whose meaning goes beyond its
historical parameters. It was a decisive moment in history, symbolic of
how things would come to be perceived from then on. While the docu-
ments of Vatican II stand as the ‘fixed intentions and authoritative
decisions of those involved’ (:31), what they set in motion cannot be
considered to have ended with their promulgation.® ‘“Many, if not all,
of the most significant conciliar documents are part of a history larger
than the one that began with the preparatory consultation, and they are
larger also than a history that ends with their promulgation’ (:32).
Some of those things which have come to be ‘taken-for-granted’ since
the ‘event’ of Vatican II were noted above.’”

He notes that ‘those who had controlled the preparation of the council had lost
control of the council itself to those who were extraneous to its preparation’
(Komonchak 2008:35).

Massimo Faggioli in ‘Vatican II comes of age’. The Tablet 11 April 2009, 16-17,
speaks of the ‘political reception® of Vatican II which ‘created a new face of
Catholicism not only for Catholics, but also for the world at large’ (:17). The
Council documents ‘created a core of belief that world leaders, opinion-makers,
religious communities and others take for granted today when they interact with
the Catholic Church’ (:17).

O’Malley gives a fuller enumeration, in retrospect, of the aims of the council: “1)
to end the stance of cultural isolation that the church was now seen as having
maintained; 2) to initiate a new freedom of expression and action within the
Church that certain Vatican institutions were now interpreted as having previously
curtailed; 3) to distribute more broadly the exercise of pastoral authority,
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Komonchak cites Dei Verbum as an example of a document
whose ramifications have extended well beyond the original intent of
its framers. A key element of the document was its vindication of the
historical-critical approach in exegesis (:42). However, it also affected
‘Catholic attitudes and habits with regard to scriptures, ... under-
standing of the Magisterium, ...ecumenical treatments of the ... rela-
tion between scripture and tradition, etc.’ (:41)."° The renewed
prominence of scripture in liturgy and catechesis are but one example.
Yet even as this document validated historical-critical exegesis,
Komonchak notes that more recent developments in biblical herme-
neutics refuse to be limited by ‘historical-critical conclusions’ and
today are exploring ‘more literary, theological, and spiritual readings

. not unlike the way in which the fathers and monastic theologians
approached and applied Scriptures’ (:41). Catholic biblical interpreta-
tion did not, then, end with this document, but when subsequent
history is taken into account, ‘one’s understanding of what was under
way in this regard at Vatican II is altered, precisely because the story
continues’ (:42). Dei Verbum was a bold and necessary step forward
in the Catholic Church, yet subsequent developments have moved
even beyond its allowances and encouragements, testimony to the
‘eventual’ nature of the council.

especially by strengthening the role of episcopacy and local church vis-a-vis the
Holy See; 4) to modify in people’s consciousness and in the actual functioning of
the Church the predominantly clerical, institutional and hierarchical model that
had prevailed; 5) to affirm the dignity of the laity in the church; 6) to establish
through a more conciliatory attitude, through some new theological insights, and
through effective mechanisms a better relationship with other religious bodies,
looking ultimately to the healing of the divisions in Christianity and the fruitful
‘dialogue’ with non-Christian religions; 7) to change the teaching of the Church
on ‘religious liberty’ and to give new support to the principle of ‘freedom of
conscience’; 8) to base theology and biblical studies more firmly on historical
principles; 9) to foster [new styles of piety]; 10) to affirm clearly that the church
was and should be affected by the cultures in which it exists; 11) finally, to
promote a more positive appreciation of ‘the world” and the relationship of the
church to it, with a concomitant assumption of clearer responsibility for the fate of
the world in ‘the new era’ that the Council saw opening up before its eyes”
(quoted in Rush 2004: 99-100, numbering added).
Rodney Moss develops this further in Beyond Two Source Theory and Sola
Scriptura: Ecumenical Perspectives on Scripture and Tradition. Grace & Truth
28(3), 43-57.
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Komonchak (quoting Sewell) further describes an ‘event’ as a
‘sequence of occurrences that result in transformations of structures
... a rupture ... that disarticulates the previous structural network ...
and makes a novel re-articulation possible’ (:28). This ‘disarticulation
of previous structures might lead one to expect some shift in the
structures of the church, some possibility of novel re-articulation’.
And to some extent the institution of more inclusive local structures,
of national bishops conferences, and even new pontifical councils (cf.
O’Collins 2006:29-38) are a response to this. Yet the dominance of
the centralized structures of the church persists, to the frustration of
local and national initiatives (:154-158)."" How or whether some ‘re-
articulation’ will come to pass here remains a question. Alberigo
allows that reforms of the Roman Curia ‘have come at a faster pace
than ever before, but these [are] ... of marginal significance and far
from introducing any effective renewal in harmony with the new
conditions of the faith and ecclesial communion’ (2006:128). Nor is
Rush hopeful: ‘At the universal level, we have come to realise that not
even an ecumenical council has been able to curb the power of the
Roman Curia and its practices’ (2004: 84).

Komonchak said the Council was ‘a dramatic struggle between
what... [the church] ought to be, to do, and to say...to be at once
faithful to Christ and an effective sign and instrument of his revelation
in the world or worlds of today’ (2008:44). The message and the
mission of the church, received from the Founder, cannot be changed
or adulterated. But the world in which that mission is actuated has
changed. In the fifty years since the council, there have been many
developments never foreseen by the fathers of the council: the
feminist movement, the ecological crisis, the emergence of the church
in the southern hemisphere, inculturation, post-modernism. A faithful
and fruitful engagement with such realities may in some measure
depend on the council’s reception and ongoing interpretation.

Whether one considers Vatican Il as a ‘symbolic event’ or a
moment of ‘divine intervention’, Komonchak cautions that it cannot
be read as the ‘last scene in the drama’. What happened before, during
— and ‘at least in some sense because of the council’ — must be
factored into any interpretation (:44). To argue for a return to a

""" A present example is the imposition of the Latinate-English translations of the

texts of the Eucharistic liturgy.
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previous way of being church would be a denial of the conciliar
‘event’.

The Councils Pastoral style: John W. OMalley

John O’Malley has written extensively on the history of the council
and would disagree with those who say there was no ‘before’ and
‘after’. Something did happen. Perhaps his most insightful interpreta-
tion of the council and what marks for him a ‘before’ and an ‘after’ is
in regards to what he terms its ‘pastoral style’ as evidenced in the
dramatic shift in the literary genre of conciliar documents.'? This new
style was not merely a ‘cosmetic’ shift, some icing on the cake, ‘an
ornament [or] superficial affectation, but an expression of deepest
personality ... the ultimate expression of meaning’ (2008:82). It was
indicative of a shift in the very way in which the bishops saw the
church and desired that it operate.

In earlier councils, it was often necessary for the church to
establish norms for discipline and societal behaviour as well as for
belief. On the assumption that councils were legislative-juridical
bodies, conciliar documents were written as ‘canons’ which
established a definition, a law or limit, with penalties attached for
transgressions (recall the ‘anathema sit’ formulations of Trent) (:69-
70). The documents of Vatican II differed markedly from all previous
councils. O’Malley locates this difference in their ‘style’. Neither
canons nor norms, their purpose rather was to set forth an ideal so as
to inspire believers to its appropriation (cf.:74). The documents of the
council were pastoral not only in the focus of their teaching, but in the
very manner of their articulation, i.e., their style. O’Malley finds in
this style a key to how the council is to be understood and interpreted.
He further delineates this style. It is reminiscent of early patristic
writings, as well as later writers of the Renaissance era such as
Erasmus. In the years immediately before the council, ressourcement
theologians such as Daniélou and de Lubac uncovered this style which
was named ‘panegyric’ or ars laudandi.” It is described as ‘the
painting of an idealised portrait in order to excite admiration and

2 A full treatment of this can be found in OMalleys 2008, What Happened at
Vatican II. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
" The technical name for this style is epideictic (:76).
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appropriation’ (:74). Its intent was to ‘touch hearts and move hearers
to action for their fellow human beings’ (:74), to ‘teach’ but in a
different manner. The documents of Vatican II return to these
‘principles of epideictic-rhetoric and are operative in them’ (:75).
Their intent was not to define but rather to ‘heighten appreciation for a
person, event, an institution, and to excite emulation of an ideal’ (:76).
The documents of Vatican II are of this style. They hold up ideals,
often draw conclusions and consequences not as a code of conduct,
but as an ideal to be striven for. Such a style does not position the
writers above those being addressed, but unites both by reminding
them of what is shared, proposing the ideal to be striven for, and
exciting all towards a common cause (:76). The focus is on the
broader issues, inviting generosity, sacrifice and magnanimity (:77).
Arguably the most quoted line of the council is illustrative of this

style:

The joys and the hopes, the griefs and anxieties of the
people of this age, especially those who are poor or in
any way afflicted, these too are the joys and hopes, the
griefs and anxieties of the followers of Christ. Indeed
nothing genuinely human fails to raise an echo in their
hearts (Gaudium et Spes 1).

O’Malley says one of the most identifiable manifestations of this style
is in the vocabulary (:77). The words used are not threatening or
condemnatory, but ‘horizontal’ words such as ‘brothers and sisters’
and ‘people of God’. They are words of reciprocity such as ‘coopera-
tion’, “partnership’ and ‘collaboration’. They are words of ‘empower-
ment and engagement, even initiative’. He notes that the word ‘dialo-
gue’ — or its equivalent — is found on every page (:79).

There are also words of friendship and humility such as ‘the
human family’ and a ‘pilgrim people’ which applies to clergy and
people alike. There are words of change: ‘development’, ‘progress’,
‘evolution’, and most especially ‘aggiornamento’, a watch word of the
council, spoken by John XXIII in his opening address stating this as a
key motivation for the council (:79-80).

But perhaps most significant of what the council sought to be
about is what O’Malley terms ‘interiority words’. He refers to the fifth
chapter of Lumen Gentium: ‘The Call to Holiness’ (:80). He notes ‘no
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previous council had ever explicitly asserted [holiness] and certainly
never developed it so repeatedly and at such length’ as Vatican II
(:80). In this, O’Malley says, the council proposed a model of spiri-
tuality, an inner spirit, related not just to codes and conformity, but
‘more immediately to the outpouring of the Spirit into the hearts of the
faithful, to their free and willing acceptance of the gospel, and to their
commitment to service of others in the world’ (:80).

Through his analysis of the style of the conciliar documents,
O’Malley summarises the entire council as being a movement

from commands to invitation, from laws to ideals, from
threats to persuasion, from coercion to conscience, from
monologue to conversation, from ruling to serving, from
withdrawn to integrated, from vertical and top-down to
horizontal, from exclusion to inclusion, from hostility to
friendship, from static to changing, from passive accep-
tance to active engagement, from prescriptive to princi-
pled, from defined to open-ended, from behaviour-
modification to conversion of heart, from the dictates of
law to the dictates of conscience, from external confor-
mity to the joyful pursuit of holiness (:81).

Clearly O’Malley saw the council as breaking with the past in
significant ways. He argues that nothing in the documents indicates
‘any change ... in procedures, discipline, doctrine, or ecclesiastical
style’ (:55), yet its subsequent interpretation ‘seemed to imply a
reality that to some extent transcended the letter of its documents and
carried with it an implication of ... “a new beginning” (:56).
References to the spirit of the council took hold of many and seemed
to suggest a new orientation. From his examination of ‘the letter(s)’ of
the council then, O’Malley says we are able to arrive at its ‘spirit’.
The ‘style’ is the other side of the coin of the ‘content’ (:82). There
cannot be a distinction between the ‘letter’ and “spirit’ of the council
(cf. Rush 2004: 49).

Pope John XXIII called for a pastoral council, and O’Malley
sees one fulfilment of that not only in the pastoral concerns of the
documents, but in the very style of their presentation. There was a
before and after. Attention to the continuities must be balanced with
attention also to dis-continuities. But the fruit of an analysis of style
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reveals that there was significant change in the council. In such
analysis one thing at least becomes clear; the council wanted some-
thing to happen (:85 — italics in original).

Continuing the Council: ‘Reception pneumatology’: Ormond Rush

Both Komonchak and O’Malley suggest an on-going dynamic within
the church arising from the council. Perhaps this is what is generally
referred to as ‘the spirit of Vatican II’. It is this ‘spirit’ which Ormond
Rush considers in the final section of his 2004 work Still Interpreting
Vatican II. Some Hermeneutical Principals. He situates that ongoing
dynamic within the very life of the Trinity and proposes a concept of
‘reception pneumatology’ as the basis for an ongoing interpretation
and implementation.

Rush says that within the Trinity and within the self communi-
cation of God to humanity, the Holy Spirit can be conceived as the
dynamis between traditio (giving) and receptio (receiving), the
dynamis between Father and Son, and between the Godhead and
humanity. Communio within the Trinity is ‘an active process of
receptio’ (2004:70). So, too, in our relationship with God, the invita-
tion to communio is an invitation to receptio. Rush speaks of the Spirit
as ‘dialogue’ between the Father and the Son, and of the Spirit as
enabling our response to God whose ‘way is the way of dialogue’. The
Spirit thus ‘works in human affairs through reception and dialogue’
(:70). It is that same Spirit, ‘palpable’ at Vatican II, who remains with
us today and facilitates our fidelity and our participation.

Rush engages with the question of the council’s fidelity to the
past or its continuity, but also to its dis-continuity, its ‘micro-rupture’
as he terms it. Such micro-ruptures were introduced by the council it-
self ‘as necessary for faithful continuity with the past...a deliberate
break with particular elements of the tradition...now judged to be
impeding a more effective receptio/ traditio of the Gospel in the
contemporary world’ (:75).

How then does one allow for both continuity and dis-continuity
within the tradition? Here is where Rush situates his new pneuma-
tology. He terms it a pneumatology of aggiornamento, a ‘constant re-
reception’, effected in the Spirit (:75) He describes this as a creative
involvement of God with our creative involvement as ‘active
participants ... co-deciders with God’s Spirit, assuring continuity
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through creative discontinuity’ (:76). Rush argues that our task is one
of ongoing struggle to understand, interpret and apply the ‘Gospel
anew in a thousand new situations’. ‘Vatican II reveals the church
coming to a realisation that, in response to the task given by our God,
it is up to us to work it out as we go along — with the help of the Holy
Spirit ...” (:76). That Spirit ‘whispers’ through scripture, tradition, the
sensus fidelium, theology and the Magisterium, the five interrelated
witnesses to revelation which keep alive our ‘communal memory,
prevent ... ecclesial amnesia and ignite ... our creativity’ (:77). There
is as much need to be creative in our reception of Vatican II as the
bishops manifested in their deliberations and eventual documenta-
tions. ‘What was written with imagination must be received with
imagination. The “spirit” of the council demands it; the “Spirit” of the
council enables it’ (:69).

There are certain characteristics of such a reception pneumato-
logy. Dialogue is essential: ‘Let anyone who has an ear listen to what
the Spirit is saying to the churches’ (cf :77) Reception pneumatology
likewise receives all, even from sources outside of the favoured
tradition. It is only when all voices are heard that aggiornamento be-
comes possible. Such a pneumatology envisages the divine-human
action in terms of the Spirit’s ‘igniting imaginative receptions of the
tradition in light of contemporary events that need to be discerned to
the best of our ability’ (:80).

Vatican II, says Rush, did not leave us with answers: ‘It left us
with a new way of being faithful to the past. ... It was an exemplar for
the way it itself is to be interpreted!” (:78) We are to interpret Vatican
I using same methodology used by the council itself, recognising the
Spirit as the source, not only of continuity, but of dis-continuity if it is
in service to the greater traditio.

Rush finds a key to interpreting both the ‘letter’ and the ‘spirit’
of the council in Sacrosanctum Concilium, the document on liturgy.
This document states that ‘full, conscious, active participation of the
faithful ... is the primary and indispensable source from which the
faithful derive the true Christian spirit’ (SC 14). This principle of
active participation relates not only to liturgical participation but to the
whole of Christian life (:82). It belongs to the ‘office’ of the whole
people participating, in the whole of life, in reception and dialogue.
Rush notes then the need of greater structures of participation, a
spirituality of communion and a spirituality of reception, of dialogue
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and conciliarity at all levels (:84). While some ‘might wish to snuff
out the light on the hill that Vatican II was and is, the wind of the
Spirit of the Council will not allow its own beacon to be extinguished
... .the Holy Spirit was with them; the same Holy Spirit is with us’
(:85).

In conclusion

Guiseppe Alberigo in a 2006 book summarising the history of the
council concluded:

The importance of the wide reception of Vatican II,
which involves not only the ‘official’ Church ... but also
the people of God as a whole, is shown by the general
approval with which the Council’s documents were met.
If the impulse of the Council were to collapse back upon
itself, the result will be widespread disappointment and
the squandering of the extraordinarily powerful expecta-
tions and willingness accompanying this genuinely histo-
ric opportunity (2006:130).

There is little question that something new was set in motion by the
Second Vatican Council. It was an ‘event’ whose symbolic resonances
and ramifications continue even into the present age and its ‘style’
testifies to a pastoral intent and engagement in the world that broke
with models operative for over 400 years in the church. It has evoked
creative understandings of the very dynamism of the Trinitarian God-
head, and of our relationship and reality within that Godhead. In spite
of those who would curb its dynamism or restrict its interpretation in
both ‘letter’ and ‘spirit’, it continues to animate the church today. But
fidelity to its intent and creative reception of its gifts is an ongoing
task, requiring openness to the Spirit and a willingness to be led by the
voice of that Spirit until such time as the Gospel has been ‘received’
in the all the multiple languages of the world. Perhaps coming
generations will have a somewhat better idea of the task that is theirs,
and how they might go about it creatively because of the work of the
Second Vatican Council.
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Women and Vatican II:
From absence to presence

Prof. Susan Rakoczy, IHM'
Department of Theology, St. Joseph’s Theological Institute, Cedara
and University KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg

Introduction

If you peruse the index of any edition of the documents of the Second
Vatican Council, there are usually only two references to women:
confessions of nuns and political and social equality. All the bishops
at the Council were men and only in the third session in 1964 were the
first of twenty-three women admitted as auditors.

As the Council opened in October 1962, Douglas Horton, a
Protestant observer from the United Church of Christ, realised the
total absence of women:

It suddenly came over me, as I sat looking at this vast
assembly of almost three thousand people today that it
has about it an air of artificiality and that the main reason
for this is that there is not a single woman in the whole
company. Up and down the nave you look and into the
transepts, nothing but men. It is an abstracted body,
incomplete, a torso of true catholicity, speaking more of
an outmoded past than of the living present. Let us hope
that the world will see something of Rome’s strong
women at Vatican III (McEnroy 1996:13-14).

While Horton was struck by the absence of women at the Council, I
doubt that any bishop, member of the clergy or most women them-
selves would have wondered ‘Where are the women?’ Fifty years ago
women’s place in the church was extremely limited: sacristy work and
women’s organisations in parishes and the ministry of women

! Honorary Professor, St. Theological Institute, Cedara and the School of Religion,

Philosophy and Classics, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Pietermaritzburg.
103



religious whose self-less work was often derided by the clergy who
named them the ‘good sisters’ with an air of condescension.

However, these fifty years have been a revolutionary time for
women in the Catholic Church and their ministerial presence and con-
tributions — not without much controversy — are 180 degree different
from the Council days. This chapter will present the story of how
women became auditors at the Council, examine several important
texts of the Council documents which speak of women, and discuss
four themes of the post-Vatican II era — women’s ministries, the
development of feminist theology, the use of inclusive language and
the question of the ordination of women. Lastly, some hopes for the
future will be presented.

Guests in their own house

The male Protestant observers often brought their wives but they were
not permitted to sit with their husbands in the observers’ seats; instead
they were taken on special tours of Assisi and Monte Cassino
(McEnroy 1996:15). At the liturgies, Catholic women journalists were
often refused Holy Communion. The most famous incident occurred
during the second session when a Swiss Guard physically prevented
Eve Fleischner from receiving the Eucharist. No apology was given
and the result was ‘that no more journalists were invited to the
conciliar mass’ (1996:99).

Laity, male and female, were not on the Council’s agenda in its
initial preparatory stages and in its first session. Douglas Roche
comments:

So great was the chasm between hierarchy and people
when Vatican II began that the thought of lay involve-
ment was hardly mentioned. This was a reflection on the
church’s withdrawal from the world, of the defensive,
rigid and patronizing attitude the hierarchy had developed
following the Protestant Reformation (quoted in
McEnroy 1996: 33).

The first male lay auditor, Jean Guitton, a French philosopher, was
admitted at the express request of Pope John XXIII during the first

session. Beginning in the second session in 1963, additional male lay
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auditors were admitted to the Council. Pope Paul VI was surprised
that when the first list of auditors was brought to him there were no
women on the list. McEnroy comments, ‘Apparently, they were in-
tended to be on the papal guest list, but someone else controlled the
list’ (1996:15).

On 23 October 1963, Léon-Josef Cardinal Suenens of Belgium,
a leading progressive at the Council, called for women auditors:
‘Women too should be invited as auditors; unless I am mistaken, they
make up half of the human race’ (1996:35). This comment angered
many conservative bishops and McEnroy observes that ‘it delayed the
appointment of women auditors’ (1996:39).

At the beginning of the third session of the Council on 14
September 1964, Pope Paul VI welcomed twenty-three women: ‘We
are delighted to welcome among our beloved daughters in Christ, the
first women in history to participate in a conciliar assembly’ (quoted
in McEnroy 1996:47). But there were no women present to hear these
words of welcome because no women had yet been officially named.
The first woman to cross into not-very-welcoming male hierarchical
territory was Marie-Louise Monnet of France on 25 September 1964,
Archbishop Denis Hurley of Durban acknowledged her presence with
a word of welcome: ‘Flowers have at last bloomed in our land’
(1996:109).

The twenty-three were twelve lay women, eleven members of
religious congregations and one member of a secular institute from
fourteen countries.” Only one woman was married. It had been
assumed by the bishops that the women would concern themselves
only with ‘women’s issues’ in the documents, e.g., marriage and
family and religious life. Little of the council discussions pertained
specifically to women, and yet all the female auditors considered
everything of interest to them, having a bearing on their lives, and
therefore as their business, so they showed up for everything — Mass,
formal conciliar sessions, press briefings, special lectures, social
gatherings, as well as their own auditors’ meetings (1996:120).

Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Egypt, France, Germany,
Italy, Lebanon, Mexico, Spain, United States and Uruguay. Note the absence of
women from Africa and Asia. Carmel McEnroy, Guests in the Their Own House
(New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1996), 297.
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They made especially important contributions to Gaudium et
Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World) and
Apostolicam Actuositatem (Decree on the Apostolate of Lay People).
The first draft of the document on the laity ‘was, as Canadian bishop
Alexander Carter of Sault Marie declared, “conceived in original sin
of clericalism”, that is, without any lay input’ (1996:168). The one
married couple, Luz-Marie and José Alvarez-Acaza from Mexico,
attended the final session and drew up a list of important areas about
the life of the Church that the bishops should consider.

Bernard Héring CSsR, the most important Catholic moral
theologian of the 20" century, was the secretary of the Commission
which drafted Gaudium et Spes. He was responsible for making six of
the women auditors full members of the Commission. They worked
on sections which included 1) ‘human dignity, especially of women;
2) the dignity of marriage and family; 3) safeguarding peace; 4) con-
struction of the community of nations; 5) culture in relation to
women’ (1996:139).

Perfectae Caritatis, the Decree on the Up-To-Date Renewal of
Religious Life, was directed to both women and men religious.
Women were and are the majority of religious. However, none of the
women auditors were able to serve on the commission that drafted the
document. Cardinal Antoniutti was adamant that no woman would
work on that document, even though the religious superiors were to
implement it. So the women went through the back door, appealing to
the pope and bishops on the commission. One of the auditors,
Constantina Baldinucci, recalled that the ‘religious representatives
were not asked so much for interventions or explanations about their
lives because the council fathers had bigger problems to deal with and
discuss’ (quoted in McEnroy 1996:169). Once again, women were
considered of little account in the church. Baldinucci gathered the
concerns of the religious and presented them to Pope Paul VI to give
to the Council.

Reflecting on Perfectae Caritatis, Sister Jerome Maria Chimy
recalled that the document ‘was thrown together in a hurry. The sisters
felt that they were not wanted by some bishops, and there was one
council father who said that he would rather have lay people working
with him than religious because the sisters were only there for the
money ... It was mostly Latin rite bishops from the U.S. and Canada

who were saying these things’ (quoted in McEnroy 1996:175).
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Another auditor, Sr Mary Luke Tobin, tried to speak to Archbishop
Lawrence J Shehan, head of the US bishops’ administrative board,
about having sisters represented on the commissions that were making
decisions about their lives. She said, ‘I brought him a statement from
the American religious, asking for a deliberative or at least consul-
tative voice’ (quoted in McEnroy 1996:175) but he stone-walled the
suggestion.

After the Council, women religious, especially in the United
States, embraced Perfectae Cartitatis as a charter for renewal and
used it as a guide for far-reaching change in all aspects of religious
life. They were the most obedient group in the Church to the vision of
the Council. This has upset many bishops and in the last few years US
sisters have been investigated by the Congregation for Religious and
Secular Institutes and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith
(CDF) has placed the Leadership Conference of Women Religious
(LCWR) ‘under administration’, mandating three US bishops to
reform it according to Vatican wishes.

Women in the documents of Vatican IT

Pope John XXIII’s 1963 encyclical Pacem Terris described women’s
expanding roles in society as one of the ‘signs of the times’. Secondly,
it is obvious to everyone that women are now taking a part in public
life. This is happening more rapidly perhaps in nations with a Chris-
tian tradition, and more slowly, but broadly, among peoples who have
inherited other traditions or cultures. Since women are becoming ever
more conscious of their human dignity, they will not tolerate being
treated as inanimate objects or more instruments, but claim, both in
domestic and in public life, the rights and duties that befit a human
person (PT 41).

Women were not only physically absent from the Preparatory
Commissions and the first two sessions of the Council, they were
hardly mentioned in the conciliar debates.

Not a single mention was made of women in the first conciliar
session, not even when De Ecclesia was discussed for the first time.
Two interventions were made in the second session. At least fifteen
interventions were made during the third session and ten during the
fourth. Not all were positive or contributed to women’s advancement,
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but the most important point was that women were present in the flesh
and could no longer be ignored (as written) (McEnroy 1996:30).

African bishops called for ‘an end to slavery by promoting the
full liberation of women in the church as elsewhere’ (:30). Since the
documents were written in the 1960s, when the movement for in-
clusive language had not yet begun, references to ‘men’ in the various
documents are intended to include women. For example, in discussing
the nature of the human person, Gaudium et Spes states that all men
‘have been created in the likeness of God’ (GS 24).* Thus women too
are truly human and full members of the People of God.

McEnroy counts about fourteen explicit references to women.
This was the result of deliberate actions by the women auditors who
wanted ‘to avoid anything that would define women’s role in a rigid
or poetic way that would ultimately be limiting” (McEnroy 1996:149).
The first draft on the lay apostolate contained two separate sections—
one on men and one on women. The document was re-structured and a
strong statement was inserted:

Since in our days women are taking an increasingly
active share in the whole of society, it is very important
that their participation in the various aspects of the
Church’s apostolate should likewise develop (AA 9).

When Gaudium et Spes was being drafted, Rosemary Goldie was
asked whether the Council should speak about women. She consulted
the other women and their consensus was that ‘Yes, the council should
speak about women, on condition that women are not isolated as a
problem apart, as it were on the fringe of society and the modern
world, or as if real problems that women experience were their
exclusive concern’ (McEnroy 1996:150).

Gaudium et Spes contains the most forthright statement on what
today we call gender justice:

All men are endowed with a rational soul and are created
in God’s image; they have the same nature and origin

Al quotations from the documents of Vatican II are from Vatican Council II: The

Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, volume 1. Edited by Austin Flannery
OP (Northport, NY: Costello Publishing Company, 1988).
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and, being redeemed by Christ, they enjoy the same
divine calling and destiny; there is here a basic equality
between all men and it must be given ever greater
recognition. Undoubtedly not all men are alike as regards
physical capability and intellectual and moral powers.
But forms of social and cultural discrimination in basic
personal rights on the grounds of sex (emphasis mine),
race, colour, social conditions, language or religion, must
be curbed and eradicated as incompatible with God’s
design (GS 29).

This is a very far-seeing vision which certainly has not yet been fully
implemented. Women are mentioned in three other texts of Gaudium
et Spes. Referring to conditions in the 1960s, the bishops wrote: ‘On
the family level there are tensions arising out of demographic, econo-
mic and social pressures, out of conflicts between succeeding genera-
tions, and out of new social relationships between the sexes’ (GS 8).
In a long list of crimes against human dignity, ‘slavery, prostitution,
the selling of women and children’ (GS 27) are included, but there is
no mention of rape. Section 60 states:

At present women are involved in nearly all spheres of
life: they ought to be permitted to play their part fully
according to their own particular nature. It is up to
everyone to see to it that women’s specific and necessary
participation in cultural life be acknowledged and
fostered.

This statement takes one step forward and one step back at the same
time. While affirming women’s contributions in society (note the
omission of the Church), the bishops imply that women are some kind
of different human being — their nature is not that of men, who have
always been the norm in church teaching.*

Section 32 of Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic Constitution on
the Church, emphasises the unity of the Church, quoting Ephesians

*  See Susan Rakoczy, In Her Name: Women Doing Theology (Pietermaritzburg:

Cluster Publications, 2004), 33-36 for a discussion of woman as image of God in
the Christian tradition.
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4:5 — there is ‘one Lord, one faith, and one baptism’. There is a
common vocation, salvation and hope in Christ and thus ‘in the
Church there is then, no inequality arising from race or nationality,
social condition or sex, for there is neither Jew nor Greek; there is
neither slave nor freeman; there is neither male nor female. For you
are all one in Christ Jesus (Gal 3:28)’. In this statement of the
fundamental equality of women and men in the Church the bishops
wrote more than they knew. The statement did not reflect ecclesial
reality in the 1960s and it certainly does not do so in the early 21%
century.

Some African bishops made forceful statements about the
conditions women in this continent. Bishop Malula of Leopoldville in
the then Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of the Congo) spoke
about the church as a whole: ‘The church itself should give an exam-
ple by abandoning its distrust of women and according them a larger
share in the common task’ (quoted in McEnroy 1996:153). Other
bishops pointed out how various aspects of African culture — marriage
customs, polygamy, forced marriage and abuse of the dowry system —
have negatively affected women. They called for the inclusion in the
section on marriage in what became Gaudium et Spes the necessity of
free consent and the indissolubility of marriage.

The documents of Vatican II implicitly include women in its
teachings and sometimes explicitly mention them in certain contexts.
When the bishops returned home in December 1965 when the final
session closed the Council, few (maybe none) foresaw how women’s
ministries in the church would dramatically expand in the next few
years and that in less than ten years the issue of women’s ordination
would be on the Church’s agenda.

Women in ministry: Responding to the Spirit

Lumen Gentium’s theology of the church places two paradigms in
tension. On the one hand the fundamental equality and unity of all
believers because of baptism is asserted (LG 7) and thus all the
baptised are truly members of the one body of Christ. All the faithful
share in the one priesthood of Christ (LG 10) and therefore ‘It is
therefore quite clear that all Christians in any state or walk of life are
called to the fullness of Christian life and to the perfection of love’
(LG 40). This statement demolished the hierarchy of holiness which
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had persisted in the church from its earliest years — the pope, bishops,
clergy and religious (male and female) were higher on the ladder of
holiness than the majority of the Church, the laity.

On the other hand, Lumen Gentium clearly articulates the
hierarchical nature of the Church (Chapter III) and devotes considera-
ble discussion to the roles of the bishop and the clergy. Only then in
Chapter IV are the roles of the laity discussed. All Catholic women,
including women religious (who are not clerics), are laity.

Catholics around the world experienced the changes brought by
the Council first in the liturgical reform which began in the mid1960s.
The most obvious change was that of the language: the liturgy was
now celebrated in the vernacular. The Scriptures were proclaimed in
the language of the people and the priest’s prayers were now under-
standable to the congregation.

In 1961 then Cardinal Giovanni Montini (later Pope Paul VI)
had declared that ‘Women must come closer to the altar, to souls, and
to the church to gather together the people’ (quoted in McEnroy
1996:14). In the reformed liturgy ‘closer to the altar’ meant a variety
of liturgical roles for women — as lectors, as Eucharistic ministers, as
ministers of hospitality. We now take these for granted (although in
South African parishes some priests still forbid women to minister in
these roles because of ‘culture’) but the first years were very difficult
all over the world.

This was for two reasons. First, it had never happened before —
but this was also true for male lectors and Eucharistic ministers. But
more importantly, women ‘on the altar’ broke the taboo that had been
codified by tradition and the 1917 Code of Canon Law — no woman
could be in the sanctuary. This reflected male fear of women and the
‘blood taboo’ that a woman cannot approach the ‘sacred space’
because she is unclean due to her sexuality and especially unclean
when menstruating, pregnant or has recently given birth.

Another break with tradition was the gradual introduction of
female altar servers. If it was uncomfortable for some priests to listen
to a woman reading the Scriptures, young female servers aroused
great anger. These women crossed into the ‘sacred space of the clergy’
and by doing so they might be influenced to think that they too could
be priests. Altar ‘boys’ had always been a fertile source of vocations —
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what if girls also thought about this? Eventually Pope John Paul II in
1994° officially allowed ‘girl altar servers’ after they had been
accepted in many parts of the world — a good example of ‘law
following practice’.

Women’s ministries gradually expanded to include theological
education, pastoral work, directors of religious education, adult educa-
tion, spiritual direction, justice and peace work. The Decree on the
Apostolate of Lay People gave impetus to this through its statement:

Moreover, centres of documentation and research should
be established, not only in theology but also in
anthropology, psychology, sociology, methodology, for
the benefit of all fields of the apostolate. The purpose of
such centres is to create a more favourable atmosphere
for developing the aptitudes of the laity, men and women,
young and old (AA 32).

For example in Germany, lay parish assistants including women are
full members of the parish staff and exercise many ministries. In
South Africa, the Ignatian Spirituality Centre is directed by three lay-
women.

Spiritual direction is a good example of a ministry which had
been almost exclusively male until after the Council. Although women
religious directed their new members in formation, the ministry was
seen as clerical since it was often linked with the Sacrament of
Reconciliation. The ‘directed retreat’ movement, a one-to-one expe-
rience of the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius of Loyola, was a major
agent of change. Beginning in the late 1960s in England, Canada and
the United States, and then gradually spreading around the world,
including South Africa, women who made the Exercises were then
assisted to learn how to direct others. At first the new women directors
were religious sisters, but then laywomen also responded to this call.
The Church has realised that the charism of spiritual direction is given
to both women and men, and clerical status has nothing to do with this
call.

> Congregation for Divine Worship, Vatican Communication on Female Altar

Servers, 15 March 1994, http://www.ewtn.com/library/curia’cdwcomm.htm.
Accessed 26 July 2012.
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These fifty years have seen a dramatic entrance of women into
the ministries of the Church throughout the world, including Africa.
The life of the Church continues to be transformed by their presence
as women and men minister together for the good of all.

The development of feminist theology

Since Vatican 1I, Catholic women and women of other Christian
churches have developed their own methods and perspectives on
Christian life and teaching. This is a totally new development in the
Church because feminist theology and its sisters — womanist theology,
mujerista theology, African women’s theology, Asian women’s
theology and others — are public theology.

Until the 20® century, women’s theology had been a private
experience. It was done in the monasteries and convents by women
such as Hildegard of Bingen (German, 1079-1198), Julian of Norwich
(England, 1373-1416? 1423?), Teresa of Avila (Spain, 1515-1582)
and Theérése of Lisieux (France, 1873-1897). A few other women had
a more public role. Marguerite Porete, a French Beguine, was burned
at the stake in Paris in 1310 for the supposedly heretical teachings in
her Mirror of Simple Souls® and Catherine of Siena (1347-1380), a
Dominican tertiary who led a very public life in church and political
reform wrote The Dialogue. These women reflected on their prayer
and experience of God and interpreted it in their writings.

Men did public theology in two ways. Though they may have
also written in monasteries — Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) is a
good example — their theology was accepted by the Church because it
was written by a man. When the new universities in England, France,
Italy and Germany were founded in the late medieval period, they
were closed to women. No woman to could study theology — or medi-
cine or law or the humanities — since the accepted anthropology of the
Church was that a woman was deficient because she was not fully
created in the image of God — a teaching handed down from Augus-
tine of Hippo and strengthened by Thomas Aquinas who named
woman a ‘misbegotten male’.” Thomas Aquinas taught only men at

It was later attributed to Meister Eckhart (c. 1260- c. 1327) and Marguerite and

her book were only reconnected in 1946 by the Italian scholar Romana Guarnieri.
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I, q 92, a 1.
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the University of Paris and women could not even be visitors to the
lecture halls since they were considered intellectually deficient.

Since ordination was closed to women (and remains so) there
was no need for women to study theology. The Code of Canon Law of
1917, which was in force during the Council, does not explicitly state
that women cannot study theology but since its discussion of the
course of theological studies is set in the context of seminaries and it
declares that only men can be ordained (Canon 968), it is implied
strongly that women are excluded from theology. Graduate and
professional education for women in the West was extremely limited
until the 20" century and women could not study theology at the
graduate level at Catholic universities.

But in 1943, Sister Madeleva Wolff CSC, president of St Marys
College in Notre Dame, Indiana in the United States, broke through
this ecclesial glass ceiling and opened a Graduate School of Theology
for women. One of the women who obtained her PhD in theology
from St Mary’s in the early 1950s was Mary Daly, who became a
professor of theology at Boston College in the United States.

In 1968 she published The Church and the Second Sex, a strong
critique of the sexism and misogyny in the Church. It was followed by
Beyond God the Father (1973) which addressed the question of
language for God. Thus feminist theology was born.

After the Council, women in the West — first in small numbers
led by religious sisters and then increasingly larger numbers that
included lay women — began to study theology, religious education
and pastoral ministry in North American and European universities.
Some studied in Catholic institutions and others in state institutions. In
South Africa the first women began to study at St Joseph’s Scholasti-
cate (now St Joseph’s Theological Institute) in the mid 1980s, twenty
years after the close of the Council. Women such as Elisabeth
Schiissler Fiorenza who studied in Germany have stories of the
outright rudeness they experienced from professors and male students.
But they persevered and in the last forty years women have produced
a very significant body of theological reflection.

Feminist theology has three steps. The first is to ‘deconstruct
and critique what has been received in the Christian theological tradi-
tion’ (Rakoczy 2004:17). Then feminist theologians ‘search for an
alternative history and tradition to support the inclusion of women as

full human beings’ (:17); the third step is one of creativity: to recon-
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struct and reformulate the teachings of Christianity in ways which
express women’s experience and questions.

Feminist theologians have written about all the central themes
of Christian belief: Scripture, God, the Trinity, Christology, Christian
anthropology, ecclesiology, sacraments, moral theology. They have
made important contributions in the area of spirituality which was
emerging as an academic discipline in the 1970s. Feminist theologians
have developed ecofeminist theology as a new sub-discipline. In
Africa feminist theologians have especially engaged with cultural
issues and with HIV/AIDS.®

Rosemary Radford Ruether asked the question ‘Can a male
saviour save women?’ and answered yes, if Christ is interpreted as a
friend to women. Women have written about the understanding of the
human person and how to understand the relations between men and
women. Critiquing the tradition which had taught that women are not
fully created in the image of God, they have developed new ways of
understanding the relationship between men and women. Here John
Paul II unexpectedly offered help. Building on the Councils under-
standing that all people ‘have been created in the likeness of God’ (GS
24), he wrote in Mulieres Dignitatem (On the Dignity and Vocation of
Women) that ‘both man and woman are human beings to an equal
degree, both are created in God’s image’ (MD 6).° Thus was over
1500 years of Church teaching changed. South African Anglican
theologian Denise Ackermann has developed a ‘relational anthro-
pology’ which is based on the Scripture text “You must love your
neighbour as yourself” (Mk 12:31). This is ‘the praxis of right
relationship’ (Ackermann 1992:20) and to love another is to affirm
their dignity as created in the image of God.

®  Some of the most significant Catholic feminist theologians by country are: Great

Britain: Tina Beattie, Celia Deane-Drummond, Mary Grey; Kenya: Teresia Hinga,
Anne Nasimiyu Wasike; Netherlands: Catherina Halkes; Nigeria: Teresa Okure;
South Africa: Judy Coyle, Celia Kourie, Susan Rakoczy, Mary Ralphs Ryan;
United States: Anne Carr, Margaret Farley, Elisabeth Schiissler Fiorenza,
Elizabeth Johnson, Catherine Mowry LaCugna, Rosemary Radford Ruether,
Sandra Schneiders.

John Paul II, Mulieres Dignitatem, ‘On the Dignity and Vocation of Women® (#6)
in Ivy A Helman, Women and the Vatican (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books,
2012), 129.

9
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Inclusive language
Including women, affirming God as mother

Languages are elastic and changing as new words enter and older
words may be used less frequently. Beginning in the early 1970s the
English language began to change to inclusive and gender neutral
usage. Standard written English which had used ‘men’ to include both
men and women gradually became incorrect usage and the new norm
was that ‘men’ meant male human beings. New words such as chair-
person were coined.

Other international languages such as German and French and
African languages do not have this problem. But in the English
liturgical setting, women (and some men) began to be uncomfortable
when the priest intoned, ‘Pray, brethren’ to a congregation that might
be over 60% women. Priests began to say ‘for all’ rather than for ‘all
men’. Some people objected but these changes were usually easily
accepted.

Much more problematic were attempts to change biblical and
liturgical texts which consistently named God as male. The language
of the Scriptures and of the Church’s public prayer is androcentric and
seldom are female symbols for God used. Women and men hear con-
stantly that God is Father, Lord, Judge. Men begin to unconsciously
(and sometimes consciously) identify themselves with God who is like
them, but many women experience distance from God who is not only
unlike them, but reminds them of the ways they are abused by men in
their families, society and the church. If God is male, then the male is
God.

All words about God are not literal, but analogous. God is not
‘Father’ in the ways we experience fathers. These symbols fit and do
not fit at the same time. To name God as Mother (or friend or lover)
awakens a different set of thoughts and feelings than to name God as
Father. Augustine of Hippo’s statement ‘If you have understood, then
what you have understood is not God’'® is a salutary warning against
making any image of God idolatrous. The apophatic tradition in Chris-
tian spirituality cautions us to be careful in our use of names for God

19 Augustine of Hippo, Sermon 52, cf 6, n 16.
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and calls us to silence before God who, as Karl Rahner has said, is
Holy Mystery.

But still speech must be used. Feminist theologians, especially
Elizabeth Johnson, author of She Who Is: The Mystery of God in
Feminist Theological Discourse, have reflected on the many ways we
can speak of God and urge the Church to broaden its language. We
must not enclose God in a ‘box’ of only male symbols but speak of
God in ways that opens our imagination to the depth of the mystery of
God. There are female symbols for God in the Scriptures such as God
teaching a child to walk (Hosea 11:1-4), as a housekeeper (Lk 15:8-
10), and Jesus as a mother hen (Lk 13:34). The Hebrew word ruah —
Spirit — is feminine.

But some women and most men resist the use of female images.
Sandra Schneiders has suggested that we need a ‘therapy of the reli-
gious imagination’ (Schneiders 1986:19) which will help all members
of the Christian community to be open to naming God in multiple
ways and so will help us to respond to God more faithfully as our
unconscious religious conditioning is healed of its androcentrism.

The ordination question

The most contentious question in the Church regarding women is
ordination. It was not on any bishops’ agenda at the Council, but by
the mid70’s it had become a major issue. The St Joan’s Alliance had
been formed in England in the 1960s in order to work for the ordina-
tion of women. In 1974 a group of American women religious sent a
statement to the US National Council of Catholic Bishops, urging
them to consider the ordination of women.

The first public event was the Women’s Ordination Conference
in Detroit, Michigan in the United States in 1975. 1200 persons atten-
ded and 500 were turned away because of lack of space. During the
conference women who felt that God was calling them to the ordained
ministry were asked to stand and about 300 did so. After this con-
ference WOC evolved into an organisation and was joined by similar
groups around the world. In South Africa, Women’s Ordination South
Africa was founded in 1997 in Durban."'

"It is now dormant due to lack of funding.
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In the energy of the post-Vatican II years it was felt by many
people that the ordination of women was on the horizon. Pope Paul VI
asked the Papal Biblical Commission to study the question of
women’s ministries, including ordination. The Commission ‘voted
unanimously that the New Testament alone seemed unable to settle
the question of the possibility of women priests, and the members
voted 12-5 that scripture alone was not sufficient to rule out the
admission of women to the priesthood’ (Zagano 2000:54).

In 1976 the Vatican issued the first document which ruled
against the ordination of women. Titled Infer Insignores: On the
Question of the Admission to the Ministerial Priesthood, it had a
three-fold argument.

First is the argument from tradition: the Church has never
ordained women. Jesus ordained only men. However, scholars pointed
out that the New Testament does not speak of priests in the way the
Church does so today and that Jesus did not ordain anyone. Secondly,
Scripture does not speak of women’s ordination. It was the third
argument which aroused the most controversy, that the priest must
have an iconic, that is, a physical resemblance to Christ.

The same natural resemblance is required for persons as
for things: when Christ’s role in the Eucharist is to be
expressed sacramentally, there would not be this ‘natural
resemblance’ which must exist between Christ and his
minister if the role were not taken by a man: in such case
it would be difficult to see in the minister the image of
Christ. For Christ himself was and remains a man (Il 5).

The theological implications of this argument are very serious since it
calls into question the meaning of the baptism of female members of
the Church. Does their baptism allow them to image Christ to the
world? Is Christ seen in women or not? Women began to declare
‘Ordain women or stop baptising them’.

The document did not stop the discussion and in the early
1990s, after the fall of Communism in Eastern Europe, it was learned
that five or six women had been ordained in Czechoslovakia to serve
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the underground church which suffered severe persecution.'” This
news and the continuing discussion about women’s ordination pro-
bably were the impetus for Pope John Paul Ils 1994 ‘Apostolic Letter
on Reserving Priestly Ordination to Men Alone’. The document asser-
ted that the Church ‘has constantly held that the exclusion of women
from the priesthood is in accordance with the God’s plan for his
Church’ (OS 1) and therefore the Roman Catholic Church has ‘no
authority whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women’ (OS 4).
The argument against women’s ordination had now shifted: from
women not having a physical resemblance to Christ, the Pope now
asserted that the Church could not do it because it was not God’s plan.
It was as if the Pope threw up his hands and said, ‘Even if we wanted
to do it, Jesus has said “no”.’

A year later Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (now Benedict XVI), the
head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), wrote a
letter to the presidents of bishops’ conferences around the world in
which he used the language of infallibility:

the teaching that the Church has no authority
whatsoever to confer priestly ordination on women ...
requires definitive assent since, founded on the written
Word of God, and from the beginning constantly
preserved and applied in the tradition of the Church, it
has been set forth infallibly by the ordinary and universal
Magisterium (Ratzinger 1995).

The intention of these documents was to silence debate and discussion
about women’s ordination in the Church. The use of the word ‘infal-
libly’ aroused much consternation. Ladislas Orsy SJ, a distinguished
canon lawyer, replied that the CDF cannot make infallible statements
on its own since ‘Infallibility cannot be delegated. It is a charism
granted to the pope (as well as to the Episcopal college and to the
universal body of the faithful); no other office or body in the church
can possess it’ (quoted in Zagano 2000:61).

"> Ludmila Javorova was ordained a priest by Bishop Felix Davidek in 1970 and
ministered to the underground church until 1989. See her biography by Miriam
Therese Winter, Out of the Depths: The Story of Ludmila Javorova ,Ordained
Roman Catholic Priest (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 2001).
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Opposition to women’s ordination is now a litmus test for any
prospective bishop. But this teaching is not being ‘received’ by many
Catholics. ‘Reception’ is a term which describes the acceptance of a
teaching by members of the Church.” It is based on the theological
principle that the Holy Spirit dwells in the whole Church, and is not
the sole possession of the hierarchy. Examples of reception of the
teachings of Vatican II include the liturgical reforms, ecumenism and
freedom of religion.

Surveys in Europe and North America consistently show high
support for the ordination of women, but less so in Africa. People are
quick to point out that ‘the Church is not a democracy’ and no matter
how many people hold a position, the hierarchy has no need to take
heed of their views. While Anglicans and Protestant churches now
ordain women — and the Orthodox at least can talk about it — the non-
ordination of women is now an identity marker that places the
Catholic Church in opposition to the movement for women’s full
equality.

Some women have decided not to wait. In 2002 the first seven
Roman Catholic women priests were ordained on a boat in the Rhine
river between Austria and Germany (this was done so that it did not
occur in a specific country and diocese) by Argentinian Bishop
Romulo Braschi and Bishop Rafael Regelsberger of Austria, both
validly ordained Roman Catholic bishops. The ordinations have
continued each year. In 2003 South African Patricia Fresen (pre-
viously a King Williamstown Dominican sister) was ordained a priest
and in 2005 a bishop. The Vatican reacts quickly to each ordination
with excommunications. The women regard themselves as Roman
Catholic clergy — a vanguard for the future.'

The argument for women deacons has history on its side. In the
early church catechumens were baptised naked and thus it was impe-
rative to have women deacons. The women instructed the newly
baptised, visited the sick and were involved in the charitable minis-
tries of the church. Phyliis Zagano states that ‘there remains clear
evidence from tradition that women were solemnly ordained to the
diaconate, possibly but not necessarily in concert with their member-

B See James A Coriden, The Canonical Doctrine of Reception. www.arcc-catholic-

rights.net/doctrine_of’ reception.htm (Accessed 10 June 2012).
See www.romancatholicwomenpriests.org for information on this movement.
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ship in another order, that or widows or virgins’ (Zagano 2000:233)."
The office of female deacons was discontinued in the West in the
fourth century and about the ninth century in the East. The hierarchy’s
fear of women and its absolute prohibition of women’s ordination to
the priesthood make it blind to this clear historical evidence.

So what can be done? The theological arguments on both sides
are at a standstill and the use of the language of infallibility is a strong
stumbling block. Since the Spirit guides the whole church, I suggest
that processes of discernment be used. There are women around the
world who say that they are called to priestly ministry. Suppose a
brave pope contacted the bishops of the world and said, ‘I want to
listen to the stories of women who say that they are called to the
ordained ministry. Please help me find 50 (or 100) such women from
all over the world. I will bring them to Rome and for as many days as
it takes I will simply listen to their stories.” But will that happen? Not
without a direct intervention of the Spirit. But we can hope.

And the future?

What will the future hold? In one sense, it is more of the same: more
women in ministries of all kinds at all levels of the Church, more
women theologians, especially in Africa, a greater acceptance of
women as fully part of the Church. Young women especially must be
invited into all ministries as their calls are discerned.

The ordination question remains a giant blockage. Will it take
Vatican III to move towards change? We do not know. But we do
know that surprises of the Spirit, such as the development of women’s
ministries in the last fifty years, are always possible. Women are only
longer ‘guests in their own houses’ but seated at the table of ministry.
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Land is our mother:
An African Shona eco-feminist theology
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Introduction

In this chapter, a creative dialogue of Shona religious orientation,
feminist theology and the Gospel explores a theology of land that is
sensitive to the questions people ask today concerning wholesome
God-human-cosmos mutual connectedness. The spotlight is on a
Shona contribution to an inclusive theology of the land that transcends
all -isms (anthropocentrism, ethnocentrism, racism, imperialism,
elitism, sexism, androcentrism, denominationalism and ageism) and
promotes eco-justice including environmental preservation and sus-
tainability, especially for the purpose of preserving life’s resources
today and also for future generations. The chapter gives a brief back-
ground to Shona people of Zimbabwe, inculturation, and eco-femi-
nism and explores a Shona conception of land as our mother as a
trajectory of Shona religious orientation. That, in turn, subscribes to
monotheism (Mwari cult), creation myths, belief in the unity between
the mundane and extra-mundane world, an ethic that flows from
ontology, symbols of life and celebration of life through a series of
rite-de-passage. Other theological loci to be pursued for ‘theanthropo-
cosmic’ (Chimhanda 2011a:80) theology that affirms land as ‘catholic
space’ (Sheldrake 2001:163ff)) in which God is all in all include:
quintessential doctrines of the triune God in relation to creation,
divine providence, governance, the Incarnation, soteriology, eccle-
siology, and eschatology. Biblical motifs that are highlighted include:
the integrity of creation; human dignity, status and responsibility as
stewards in Gods household (Gk: oikonomia) and created co-creators
with God; Lordship of God and humanity over creation; governance,

' Department of Philosophy, Practical and Systematic Theology, Philosophy and

Practical Theology, University of South Africa, Pretoria, South Africa.
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and conservation of the world’s resources for sustainability of present
and future generations.

African Shona Bantu people of Zimbabwe

Shona people of Zimbabwe are an African Bantu group and subscribe
to Mwari cult. The origin of Shona Mwari myths is traced from
agrarian Bantu people of Tanzania in the lake region in the vicinity of
Mt. Kilimanjaro (Daneel 1970:24; Chimhanda 2011b:82-84). In the
historical Bantu movement from Central- and East Africa, the Shona
are said to have migrated from this region to the south. In this pers-
pective, Mwari, the God of the Shona communion sanctorum (E.K.
Mosothoane in Kuckertz 1991:12, 80) is worshipped as a universal
God who gives rain and sunshine to all and is thus responsible for the
fertility of both humans and the land. In this context, a theology of the
land is a trajectory of the God-human-cosmos mutual inter-connected-
ness and relationality.

The urgency for a contemporary African theology of the land is
highlighted by the fact that the African continent as a whole has in the
mid- and end of the last century, freed itself from Western colonialism
and is now seriously engaging in democracy, reconciliation and sus-
tainable development programs.

Inculturation

Inculturation, as synonymous with the Incarnation, focuses on incar-
nating or enfleshing the gospel message in time, place and a particular
culture. According to Louis Luzbetak (1988:65-66), it is comprised of
two other processes, that is, ‘enculturation’ (learning from one’s own
culture) and ‘acculturation’ (learning from other cultures). John Pobee
(1992:34), sees enculturation as a dynamic process involving kenosis
(self emptying) of historically conditioned cultural elements and the
Christian message resulting in a tertium quid (third position) —
Skenosis (the tabernacling [pitching of the tent] of the eternal and non
negotiable Gospel of Christ) of the gospel message so that the believer
feels at home in his/her own culture and faith. Pobee (1992:34-35),
explains that enculturation is, in turn, a process of translation,
assimilation and transformation. Nyamiti (1973:19, 29-30) concurs
with this view by distinguishing four factors of inculturation, that is,
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extrapolation of the ‘spiritual’, ‘apologetic’, ‘pedagogical’ and ‘com-
parative’ aspects. He explains that this is, in turn, a process of ‘rejec-
tion’, ‘correction’, ‘completion’, and refinement of cultural elements.
Phillip Sheldrake shows that in the incarnation human placedness is
specified by Gods commitment in Jesus Christ to a world of place and
time. Concerning the Incarnation as synonymous with Inculturation,
Sheldrake (2001:163-164) lays emphasis on how to live in a complex
world of particularities and yet God exceeds the bounds of the local
and specific. Furthermore, Sheldrake notes that within every particular
there is an impulse toward the universal or catholicity and in parti-
cular, disciples or believers are called to journey towards boundaries
and to exceed limits in search of true catholicity. Here it is important
to note that there is no pure African or Shona culture and that the
Bible Christian traditions are comprised of a pluriform of cultures.

In the Shona culture-Christianity dialogue, it is important to
note from the outset the dual nature of culture and the Bible. The
Bible as text is God’s word in human words. As such, it has a patriar-
chal stamp in that women’s voices and experiences are faint or
silenced. On reading the Bible with women’s eyes, lost memory can
be retrieved and this can be a spinoff for structuring emancipatory
praxis. Culture is a double-edged sword in that it ‘always seems to be
dynamic and accommodating, liberating and oppressing, socializing
and alienating, useful and irrelevant’ (Punt 1999:313). Kanyoro
(2002:13) hits the same note as follows:

In some instances culture is like a creed for the commu-
nity identity. In some instances culture is the main justi-
fication for difference, oppression and injustices —
especially to those whom culture defines as ‘the other’,
‘the outsider’.

Furthermore, when considering the historical development of
revelation seen against the historical and cultural conditioning of
knowledge, it is appropriate to engage in what Pope John XXIII
termed aggiornamento (Italian: for expanding the view, renewal or
updating). The pope precisely encouraged aggiornamento in view
of answering the needs of the times. In his encyclical, Pacem in
Terris (Peace on Earth), Pope John XXIII pointed out that the issue
of the liberation of women is one of the signs of the times
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(1965:19, § 41). Thus, pursuing the enculturation agenda , and, in a
Paschal Mystery motif, it follows that in the quest for a feminist
theology of land, some of the cultural elements may have to die in
order to rise in new splendour.

Eco-feminist theology

Eco-feminist theology is exposes the paradox between the high value
of both women and ecology and yet both are circumscribed, negated
and violated through patriarchal marginalisation and human lordship,
respectively. John Mbiti (1991:59ff.) gives a pictorial portrayal of this
paradox saying ‘African women are flowers in the garden; their men
are the fence around it’. The close link between women and land is
explored as the hermeneutic key to the understanding of land as our
mother. Liberative and reformist feminist agenda sets to restore
wholesome God-given dignity and relationship of humanity to
creation.

According to Rosemary Radford Ruether (1993, 1994:18-19)
the feminist critical principle appraises elements that affirm women
(as well as men) as of God’s will and denounces those elements that
alienate and oppress (in this case women, men and land) as ungodly.
There is a strong conviction that gender is a social construct and
besides the obvious biological and sexual differences, men and
women are endowed with what society assigns as feminine and
masculine. Furthermore gender constructs differ from culture to
culture. Pursuing the feminist agenda in my Master’s dissertation?, I
postulated that both Shona culture and the Gospel have seeds for the
liberation of women and that the two texts show historical develop-
ment of patriarchy. The corollary of this is that since culture is not
static, patriarchal structures can be changed in liberative praxis.

Ontological and communal epistemology

In the context of inculturation, the concept of land as mother is
examined in exploring, biblical and Shona creation myths for
ontological aspects of land, including the understanding of land as the
great womb from which humankind is born and buried, the big breast

2 Christ the ancestor, Shona Christianity and the roots for liberative praxis (2000).
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that feeds all to satiety, the back on which humans and other earthly
realities are carried, and the ancestor that has to be reverenced and
used sparingly in preserving its riches for future generations. Conse-
quently, ontological derivation of a Shona feminist theology of land
takes note of the Shona holistic worldview and in particular the Bantu
principle (ethic that flows from ontology) in creative dialogue with
Christian doctrines of the triune God, creation, providence, gover-
nance, ecclesiology and eschatology. The doctrine of the triune God
undergirds ontological, existential and relational perspectives; eccle-
siology lays emphasis on communal relational orientation; and
soteriology and eschatology undergird renewal and conservation of
resources for sustainability of present and future generations.

Biblical ontological motif of the God-human-cosmos relationship
The Bible explains land as the earth and all that is in it as follows:

The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it, the world, and
those who live in it, for he has founded it on the seas, and
established it on the rivers (Ps. 24:1-2).

The God-human-cosmos mutual interconnectedness is portrayed as
a creation derivative. Here Genesis 1 and 2 creation myths are
often cited to affirm the triune God (Father, Son and Holy Spirit)
as Pantokrator (the Almighty Creator who holds all things in
being), creates ‘ex-nihilo’ (out of nothing), and appreciates crea-
tion as ‘good’ (1:12, 18, 21, 25,) and in fact ‘very good’ (1:31).
The last element points to the ‘goodness’ or ‘integrity’ of creation.
God also assigns humanity the role of lordship (dominion) over
creation and this is best understood as stewardship (2:19-20; see
also Ps 8:6-8).

It is noteworthy that in the first creation myth, it is humanity as
male and female who are created in the ‘image and likeness of God’
(Gen. 1:26-27). In this context of ontological derivative status, the
feminist theologian, Joan Chittister (1998:7) confirms the ‘sacramen-
tality’ of creation in saying that ‘all things remember, reveal and
reflect the creative presence of God’. Dermot Lane (1992:11) accen-
tuates this spiritual, sacramental and incarnational mutual connected-
ness of creation in a quantum (atomist) aspect as follows:
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The whole of creation, from the smallest speck of cosmic
dust, to its personification in the human being is shot
through sacramentally with the holy.

Humanity as male and female are blessed and acknowledged as
created co-creators with God. Furthermore, humankind is given
responsibility to exercise lordship over other created reality. The
hermeneutic key to understanding humanity’s lordship over creation is
found in the related role of stewardship of God’s graces (Gen. 1:28-
30). But the present context of environmental degradation (deforesta-
tion, siltation of rivers, lowering of biodiversity and the threat of
extinction of some species especially through factory effluent, global
warming through hydrocarbon emissions affecting the ozone layer,
acid rain, droughts), is a sign of distorted human understanding of
lordship that has resulted in a warped relationship — the —isms (sexism,
ethnocentrism, anthropocentrism) in which ‘those who have power
dominate and those who have not power become a resource’
(Chittister 1998:6). However, in the New Testament, we are made to
understand that the litmus test for good stewardship is that all are
given ‘their portion of food at the proper time’ (cf. Lk 12: 42-48). In 1
Corinthians 4 (1-2) we read:

This is how one should regard us as servants of God and
stewards of the mysteries of God. Moreover, it is required
of stewards that they be found trustworthy.

Responsible stewardship here entails trustworthiness, accountabi-
lity and responsible use of things.

Mwari religion and ontological understanding of the God-human-
cosmos relationship

According to John Mbiti (cf. Olupona 1991:59 ff.) and Charles
Nyamiti (1973:26), although mythopoeic language does not fully
satisfy modern historiography, nevertheless, in oral aural cultural
hermeneutics, it has primacy over history in that:

In myths we are confronted with the picture of women in
the early state of human existence...This is not history.
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On the contrary, myth is much broader than history in
explaining some aspects of society. It is language depic-
ting truths or realities for which history does not provide
a full explanation. Proverbs express wisdom acquired
through reflection, experience, observation and general
knowledge.

Charles Nyamiti further clarifies that:

Mythopoeic language (symbols and images) tends to
speak to the whole person (head and heart) and is sugges-
tive and provocative. He adds that on account of the
openness and multi-valence of images and symbols, they
can better designate divine mysteries which normally
elude human analogy and comprehension (cf. Chimhanda
2011b:81).

Like other cultures, the Shona have creation myths but it is Mwari
myth that has gained popularity in Christian circles although the
Shona have no coherent Mwari myth. The etymology of Mwari the
Supreme Being and Creator of all things is from muhari (in the pot) or
Maari (in Him/Her) or Muari — indicating the enigmatic character of
Mwari and this is in parallel with the character of Yahweh, the God of
Israel described as I am who I am (cf. Ex.3:14). According to Herbert
Aschwanden (1982:245), Mwari as muhari can be explained as
denoting the pro-life sexual act symbolically portrayed as ‘cooking’.
The hari (cooking pot) here is understood as symbolic of the woman’s
uterus (Mbiti 1991:61-62).

Mwari the God of the Shona is understood as a universal God
who is neither male nor female and gives gifts like rain, sunshine and
children to all. Consequently, the earth’s natural riches like wild
honey, fruits, mushrooms, etc., are to be made available to all inclu-
ding strangers (Thorpe 1991:55). In a theanthropocosmic theology,
everything has communal and sacramental value. The sacramental,
spiritual and mutual reciprocal relationship of humanity to land and all
that is in it are accentuated in the Shona understanding that the forests
are ‘holy’ (amoyera) and things found in them (fruits, honey,
mushrooms, medicinal shrubs etc.) are to be picked with reverence
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and sparingly so as to be made available to all including future
generations.

The ontological importance of land and all of creation is recog-
nised in Shona designates of God as Musikavanhu (creator of human
beings), and Musiki (Creator of all things). Shona androgynous
designations of God include, Nyadenga (Lord of the skies),
Musikavanhu (Creator of humans), Chidzachepo (Eternal Being),
Zendere (mythical young woman regarded as Mwaris emanation)
(Daneel 1970:16), Dzivaguru (Greatest Pool), Sororezhou (Elephants
head), etc. For example, whereas Nyadenga and Sororezhou affirm
male headship, Zendere and Dzivaguru affirm female reproductive
potency (Chimhanda 2011b:80). Furthermore, Shona language is
gender neutral and spiritual leaders include both men and women.

Indeed at the Shona cult of Matongeni (Matopos) in Bulawayo,
women are given high status as voice of Mwari — spirit mediums
especially in intervening for national issues such as petitions for rain,
peace and removal of pestilence such as those caused to crops by
locusts (Daneel 1970:16). An interviewee, VaNyakurwa, relates to
government peace missions during the protracted liberation struggle
(of the 60s and 70s). On the other hand, he pointed to what could be
an omission in sending a mission of thanksgiving after gaining
independence from colonial rule.

It can be said that Mwari God of the Shona is not a deus otiosus
(remote god), but is understood as a living dynamic presence who
governs, provides, leads people to Godself, shows mercy, and is
glorified in creation. Thus relational attributes of God that point to this
abound in Shona theophoric names. These include Tinashe (God is
with us — a Shona equivalent Emmanuel [Mt 1:21)), Simbarashe
(power/strength of God), Kudakwashe (will of God), Ruvarashe
(flower of God), Ngonidzashe (mercy of God), etc. The suffix she here
stands for ishe (chief or king).

In a theanthropocosmic Christology, and understanding Christ
as the answer to the questions Shona women ask today, some respon-
dents acknowledged Christ as ‘mother, who was there at birth and is
there in sickness and health, and in sorrow and joys’ (Chimhanda
2011a:206). Shona women also claimed the Christological designation
Muponesi (deliverer, midwife) as affirming women’s experience of
giving birth and affirming life. Indeed, Christ is seen to play a dual
role of being the one who gives birth and mediates life-giving or
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salvation on the Cross — a role some mothers play when they deliver
babies on their own without the midwife. The other Shona
Christological attribute, Mununuri (the go-between, Mediator) can
refer to both female and male although the Munyayi (mediator in the
marriage process) is often a male.

Shona Bantu principle: An ethic that flows from ontology

The Shona subscribe to communal ontology (ways of being) and
epistemology (ways of understanding). In the Bantu ethic that flows
from ontology, we can identify four key values of unhu (personhood),
umwe (togetherness), ushamwari (friendship) and hospitality that are
necessary to the understanding of Shona God-human-cosmos mutual
relationality.

Unhu (Personhood)

The Shona like other Bantu groups subscribe to the principle of
cognatus ergo, sum ergo (I am related therefore we are). In other
words, they believe a person is a person through other persons (Mbiti
1969:108-109; Pobee 1992:66; Pato 1999:56-57). Life here is
participated in. The Shona munhu chaiye (real person) practises
respect of elders and has to be exemplary to the young. In Shona
communal ontology, while the individual can be a liability to the
welfare of the group (family, clan, tribe), however, it is paradoxical
that the individual’s rights and dignity can be compromised in the
group. Practical examples are in the cases of murder, drought or
poverty and barrenness as concerning substitute and pledged
marriages.

Through the culture-Christian creative dialogue, the Shona have
learnt that humans have inalienable rights and dignity. Therefore,
instead of using humans (young girls usually) in wife substitution in
situations of barrenness and kuripa ngozi (reparation of vengeance
spirits as in the case of murder), animals, money and other things can
be used. Similarly, they have learnt that all children are a gift from
God and have stopped the killing of twin babies whom they tradi-
tionally considered as a bad omen. Kuzvarira (pledged marriages — as
barter exchange in situations of poverty and famine) and inflated
payment of roora (bride price) reduce women and the girl-child to a
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commodity to be used and misused. In the Shona culture-Christian
dialectic some practices have died completely and following the
‘Paschal Mystery’ (Shorter 1988:83) motif, other aspects (have to die
in order to rise in new splendour) need to be revised.

Important to the Shona understanding of land as mother, there
are cases in which the autonomy and the unique individuality and
autonomy of women were safeguarded traditionally. The first example
concerns levirate marriages. Here the Shona proverb nhaka
ndeyemombe yemunhu inozvionera (only cattle can be inherited
automatically but the people are free to choose) highlights this value.
The second example is the case of sin or violence against the mother
(whether physical or psychological). The Shona regard this (like the
biblical sin against the Holy Spirit) as the most heinous sin that is
punishable (if the offender does not make reparation before the mother
dies) in the condition of kutandabotso (the offender experiences
psychological instability and goes from house to house wearing
sackcloth and begging). Such an offender will regain normality only
when he/she has made reparation to the mother’s agnatic group.

Umwe (togetherness)

The factor of togetherness as appropriate to a theology of land is
highlighted in the Shona traditional practice of humwe (people gather
to a common task such as ploughing, weeding, harvesting, threshing
and winnowing of grain where the host provides a festal meal and
home brewed beer). Furthermore, there are several Shona proverbs
that lay emphasis on umwe. These include: Gunwe rimwe hari tswanyi
nda (One thumb cannot crush a louse) and Rume rimwe hari kombi
churu (One big man cannot circumvent an anthill). There are many
rhythms that emanate from people working together on land especially
in initiating rhythmic threshing, winnowing and pounding of grain.
These in turn have enriched Shona Christian liturgy.

Ushamwari (friendship)

The Shona say ushamwari hunokunda ukama (friendship has greater
value than consanguine relationship. Indeed, for the Zezuru sahwira
(friend) is not necessarily a blood relation and plays a significant role

especially at funerals — a role equivalent to the Karanga muzukuru
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(niece or nephew). The Karanga also say muzukuru anokunda mwana
wokubereka (a grandchild is greater than one’s own child).

Hospitality

The Shona put a high stake on hospitality. This is evidenced in that
they have a time of day called ruvhunzavayeni (time of dusk when
visitors are expected to arrive and — if strangers ask to put up for the
night). They allow the visitor to upset their budget in providing a
festal meal. The stranger is directed to the village headman or chief.
The chief also provides for the needy — in line with the biblical
anawim (poor of Yahweh) trio of widow, stranger and orphan (Ex.
22:21-24; 23:9; Leviticus 19:33-34; Deut. 27:19; 24:17). The Shona
also see physically and mentally challenged people as vanhu vaMwari
(people of God) in line with the biblical anawim. These are to be
meticulously cared for according to the biblical view that some people
entertained God in the guise of strangers without knowing it.

Traditionally the Shona enable the chief to do this through the
practice of zunde ramambo (the people work in the chief’s field and
the proceeds are used for the needy. The interviewee, Chief Serima,
expressed the need to revive this practice in post-independent
Zimbabwe (Chimhanda 2011b:137). Again, traditionally they were
crops considered zvinhu zvinodyiwa nevapfuuri (things to be eaten by
hungry passers-by or travellers).

Land as the ancestors

It can be asked: What relevance do these traditional practices have
today? Alternatively, we can ask whether it is possible to have a
coherent and relevant African/Shona theology without appealing to
the ancestors. The response to this is that, despite cultural mix through
evangelization, westernization, colonization and globalization, ances-
tor religion is very much alive among Shona people. Bourdillon, in his
book Where are the Ancestors (1993), shows that interloping cultures
have failed to influence Shona people to jettison ancestral belief.
Belief in ancestors as the living dead who communicate with living
members of their family is what undergirds a series of rite-de-passage
that take place from birth to life after death.
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In the Shona religious worldview, God is clearly creator par
excellence. In the context of Shona ancestral belief, Mwari is under-
stood as the Highest Being at the apex of the ancestor mediation
ladder. Both men and women are accorded a place on the ancestral
mediation ladder. I have often heard it said that Mwari mudzimu
mukuru (God is the Highest Ancestor) and that mai mudzimu wangu
(my mother is my ancestor). But it is clear here that ancestors are not
God and that the Shona are monotheistic. This view is supported by
the fact that in accordance to Bantu migration, the Shona primogeni-
tors occupied an already inhabited land (displacing the Bushmen). In a
Shona culture-Christian dialectic, ancestors can be seen here as
stewards of God’s graces. Thus land is a gift from God through the
ancestors.

Concurring with the Synod of African Bishops’ (Rome 1994)
postulate of the model of church in Africa as family, Joseph Elsener
(1999:20; Chimhanda 2011b:202-203) clarifies aspects of ancestral
veneration that do not compromise Christian belief. He says ancestors
are venerated (and not worshipped) because:

... it is they who have passed on life, the gift from God as
well as moral and cultural standards. They are guardians
and protectors of this life ... veneration is conceived in
the monotheistic context.

Charles Wanamaker (1997:281-298) hits the same note in asserting
that ancestors are understood as the living dead who have supernatural
powers to protect, bless or punish their living descendants.

In the mutual connectedness of land and humans, the Shona
believe that land is the ancestors and that as such, they are ‘children of
the soil’ (vana vevhu). Thus the hermeneutic key to understanding the
link between ancestors and land is found in Shona symbols of life that
include totemism, soil, blood, womb and water (Aschwanden
1982:23; Chimhanda 2011b:85; Manley1995:70-74).

Totemism and Shona: Understanding of land as the ancestors

Mofokeng, a proponent of the concept of land as our mother
(1997:49), asserts that the identity of African people is tied up with

the land as expressed in totems and rituals. He explains:
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The religion [of agrarian people] is imbued with elements
of life on the land ... planting time, harvest, festivals, the
sacramental rites of water and grain and fruit grown
there. Land has the greatest moral significance and con-
stitutes the core of life.

Zimbabwe (land of the Shona whose major ethnic groups are
Karanga, Zezuru, Manyika, Korekore and Ndau), itself is divided
into tribal tutelary spirits areas. In other words, it can be said that
land was originally apportioned according to ancestral foundations
of the family, clan and tribe and as undergirded by totemism
(mitupo) (Chimhanda 2011b:86-8). Like the Judeo-Christian
Sabbath — a concept derived from the Genesis creation myth,
Shona people observe a ‘day of rest’ (Chisi) associated with the
founding (primogenitor) ancestor. Various regions observe Chisi at
different days of the week. For example, in my home area Chisi is
on Thursday. On this day, Shona people must not do hard work, in
particular, working the land. Linked to ancestral tribal tutelary
spirits, is Shona totemism.

Shona totemism shows how the Shona universe is a place where
humans, animals and other created reality are ontologically harmo-
niously intertwined. The totem (mutupo) is derived from an animal,
such as lion, elephant, buffalo, monkey, bird, mouse, etc., or part of an
animal (leg, heart), or even other created reality such as dziva (pool of
water and the fish in it), and is in turn acquired through patriarchal
lineage. Land acquisition as related to totemism is undergirded by
myths that depict the primogenitors encounter with the respective
animal.

The totem is very important in that it links one to the primoge-
nitor and gives a person identity. On the one hand, totem praise names
(Shona: chidavo) affirm good characteristics (strength, power, head-
ship, e.g., for the lion and elephant totems) and bad elements (stealing,
cunningness, tendency to have white hair on aging for the monkey
totem) of the animal in question. On the other hand, the praise names
are anthropomorphic and have subtle sexual connotations since the
full praise names are used in the rhythm of the conjugal act. More
important still, the totem and praise name are recited in the funeral rite
and this is a prerogative for correct burial. In this context, the Shona
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show a kind of xenophobia. They are afraid to harbour a total stranger
because they are afraid to be implicated in ngozi (vengeance spirits)
for not giving the stranger correct burial. Otherwise the totem and the
first line of praise names are used in everyday greeting and especially
when thanking. The underlying principle is that a person has group
value. Thus in the totem symbolism, it is the persons whole family,
clan and the living dead ancestors who are greeted and thanked.

There are also taboos linked to the totem. These include
abstaining from eating the animal or the part of the carcass that is
one’s totem and this is linked to incest taboo — marriage within one’s
totem is forbidden. It is important to note that the latter practice is
affirmed by modern science as good in widening the gene pool and
thus in preventing abnormalities that may occur through in-breeding.
But the pertinent question to the understanding of land as mother is:
Where does Shona ancestral belief position woman in relation to land
ownership and access to the means of livelihood?

In the Shona religious worldview, we can distinguish two kinds
of ancestors — vadzimu (family spirits) and mhondoro (lion spirits).
Although Shona totems are acquired through patriarchal lineage, we
have seen that inn everyday parlance, the Shona say mai mudzimu
wangu (mother is my ancestor). Furthermore, interviewees® (VaViolet
and VaNyakurwa) acknowledge both men and women mhondoro
masvikiro they have known and encountered in their times.
Schoffeleers (1978:235-313) calls the mhondoro guardians of the
land. The mhondoro living hosts are called masvikiro (mediators).
Lion spirits are also called makombwe (Singular: Gombwe). Accor-
ding to Bourdillon (1976:294-317), the greatest gombwe of the
Karanga and Zezuru is Chaminuka and as subscribing to the Mwari
cult. Schoffeleers (1978:235-338) and Bourdillon give Mutota as the
greatest gombwe alongside Dzivaguru and Karuva among the
Korekore. According to Bourdillon, Karuva is the highest gombwe
among the Manyika, and on a par with Chaminuka. Paul Gundani
(personal communication), gives area makombwe — Rasa for the
Karanga (Gutu area), Chaminuka, for the Zezuru (Epworth,
Chitungwiza area).

3 Informal interviews of Shona elders in my Masters research - Violet Kucheka

and Henry Nyakurwa The prefix ‘va’ to elderly people’s names (e.g. VaViolet,
and VaNyakurwa) is part of Shona respect for elders.
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Interviewees (VaNyakurwa, VaChifike, VaViolet, and the late
chief Serima) explain that the main function of the mhondoro is
mediation in calamities, e.g., pestilence (from locusts, army worms —
devastating crops), illness, drought, war. VaViolet explained that in
some cases the mhondoro masvikiro may fore-see such calamities and
advocate remedies. Both chief Serima and VaViolet talked about the
importance of nhendo (thanksgiving) particularly for a good harvest.
They noted that whereas today this tends to be omitted, traditionally
people had to wait for the nhendo ritual in order to pick fresh crops or
vegetables (such as the traditional vegetable muboora, ‘pumpkin
leaves’) from the fields (Chimhanda 2011a:68-69). In the latter
context, nhendo is also called ‘kuruma gore’ (a ‘bite’ or ‘taste’ of first
and new produce of the ‘year’) (Paul Gundani — personal communica-
tion).

Soil

Marcelle Manley (1995:70-75; see also Chimhanda 2011b:91-93)
explains that among the Shona, vAu (soil) is not just the material base
of the subsistence economy of people, but represents the very power
of chieftaincy. In the soil symbolism, and Shona understanding of
ancestors as guardians of the land, the chief as an amanuensis is a
power to reckon with. As different from the modern political func-
tionaries, the chief has spiritual powers vested on him/her by the soil
through the mhondoro masvikiro. Consequently, the soil is both the
founding ancestors who conquered it and the rulers by which those
who occupy the land today — vatorwa (aliens) and living descendants
— have to obey. Manley (1995:72, 74) emphasises this view as
follows:

Morals governing life are issued by the soil and breaches
of these rules incur not only material penalties, but in
extreme cases, also drought, disease, sterility and death.
This is the very ground of chiefly authority even in these
times of rapid change.

Territorial integrity is maintained in that ancestral land is where one is
buried. Most Shona in urban areas maintain rural ties — they come
from towns and the Diaspora to be buried in rural homes. When
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entering alien territory, the Shona have the ritual of kunanzva vhu (lick
the soil) so as to redeem oneself from alien spirits. And again, if one
dies and is buried in alien territory, the Shona have the ritual of kutora
mudzimu. They take soil from the grave for ritual burial of the
deceased kin in ancestral land. The ritual of kutora vhu (mudzimu)
applies when one moves place to settle somewhere, that is, soil from
ancestral graves is taken (Chimhanda 2011a:93).

As mother and the great womb, land is the eternal home in that
the grave is understood as imba (house) of which everyone helps to
construct even by the mere throwing of soil onto the coffin. Indeed,
early in the morning after burial, the Shona perform the ritual of
kumutsa (awaking the deceased — asking for well-being in the new
home). The ritual is still performed today but Christians now include
prayer.

The Shona refer to the dead as vari pasi (those from below).
Consequently, when making petitions to the dead (on going on a
journey, illness, etc), there is the ritual of kukanda fodya pasi (to
throw snuff on the ground). Pertinent to our understanding of land as
mother, it is important to note that the family prayer place is woman
space — the kitchen huva (shelf moulded from soil) where clay pots
and other kitchen utensils are stored. Furthermore, the mother’s round
hut with a central fire (cooking place) is a space for recreation and
also a place where the body lies in state, especially for the night stay
(vigil). It is also important to note the link between the grave as the
earth’s uterus and the mother’s womb.

The womb

Although Shona patriarchal marginalisation negates women as
vatorwa (alien) and tends to treat them like a field receptive to male
seed, the crucial and active role of women in human reproduction is
affirmed in Shona proverbs, songs and pithy sayings. Taking the
concepts of birthing and parenting, that run in parallel with the under-
standing that from the produce of the land we are nourished, secured
and healed, Shona proverbs hail the mother as follows: zamu guru
ndera mai (mother has the bigger breast [to feed to satiety]), kusina
mai hakuyendwi (you do not go to a place where your mother does not
dwell, that is, home is where the mother lives; baba ndi mupakamwe
(father gives once), mai ndi mupa kaviri (mother gives twice). It is
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important to note here that modern science has thrown light on this, in
particular, the science of genetics and sex determination.

There are Shona sayings that show that maternal consanguine
relations are stronger than patriarchal ties. Here reference is to the
importance of the dumbu (womb). The Shona say: uyu mwana wamai
vangu (this is my mother’s child), mukoma, munin’ina, hazvanzi
yangu womudumbu rimwe — buda ndibudewo (my elder, younger,
sister/brother from the same womb — come out so that I may follow).
Also when it comes to life-threatening momentary experiences, the
Shona always ejaculate mai-we! Connected to the womb is the
mbereko (back sling) symbolism. The root word of mbereko is from
kubereka (to carry or give birth), and hence the reference to chibereko
(the womb or more specifically — the uterus).

The Shona attribute womb qualities to the protective work of
maternal ancestors. In situations of illness or death, the Shona say,
mudzimu wamai wadambura mbereko (maternal ancestors have
broken the back sling). For this reason, traditionally, in cases of
barrenness, child illness or death, it was the woman who was blamed).
They say the barren woman haana mbereko (does not have a back
sling). From the point of view of mbereko, we can understand that the
Manyika refer to land as musana (back). It is also obvious that
reference is to the mothers back (Nisbert Taringa, in personal commu-
nication).

The Shona acknowledge the importance of the mother’s back in
a series of rituals surrounding birthing and nurturing most of which
are part of the roora (bride price). The rituals include mavhunwa
(damages), masungiro (redeeming damage done in psychosomatic
association to parents’ backs when the daughter is first made preg-
nant), and mbwazukuru (goat used to redeem maternal ancestors
(woman’s paternal grandmother) for protecting the womb and
grandchildren). VaNyakurwa explains that in the masungiro ritual, the
Billy goat and nanny goat are used to redeem the father and mother,
respectively. The Billy goat is termed the chidyamushonga (that which
is used in medication) since it is killed and eaten with medicinal herbs.
But the nanny goat is left to produce the young. In the roora the
mother’s role in birthing and parenting is also acknowledged in the
payment of the mombe yehumai (mother’s cow). Although other items
of roora like danga (a head of cattle) can be in cash and kind, the
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mombe yehumai must be ‘on fours’. Its produce and that of the nanny
goat form part of the mother’s wealth.

The danga is paid only when there are children born to the
couple and this is done ‘to transfer the status of the child as a member
of the maternal group to that of the paternal group’. In view of what,
Dora R. Mbuwayesango (1997:27-28) makes a strong assertion that
roora should more accurately be termed ‘child price’.

Water, blood and milk

We can see that there are many synergies concerning maternal role in
birthing and nurturing of the young in the fusion of the mundane and
extra-mundane world. In this context, Shona symbols of life would not
be complete without the mentioning of blood (milk and water). These
body fluids are mutually connected biologically. In the Shona patriar-
chal worldview, children are a gift from God through the ancestors. In
this case paternal ancestors use mutorwa wrapping (placenta) that
prevents the foetus from coming into contact with the mothers
(mutorwa) blood that is regarded as dangerous. At birth, the placenta
and the umbilical cord are treated with reverence in the ritual of burial
of the placenta. Hence, the importance of the Shona politically
clamouring for ancestral land in which their placenta and umbilical
cords are buried.

The Shona metaphor of the soil drinking blood of, for example,
fallen heroes and heroines, or that of children who die prematurely, in
turn, symbolizing angry ancestors and water, particularly flowing
water is said to have donhondzo (cooling) and soothing effects.
Women who die in pregnancy and after giving birth and children who
die through miscarriages and infants who die before teething are
referred to as vanhu vanyoro (tender and wet people). These people
are buried in wet soil and children in particular are buried on river
banks — alongside streams with flowing water (Chimhanda 2011a:92-
93).

VaViolet and vaPriscilla maintain that the Shona’s regard of the
woman’s blood as foreign does not make sense in view of the fact that
during the nine months of gestation the woman does not have menses.
They explained that this points to the fact that the woman’s blood is
necessary for the health and growth of the foetus. They further
vindicate maternal blood in that puerperal blood (that which flows for
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