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The Problem of Apostolicity


    The community of faith witnesses to its foundation by caring for its institutions. This witness is its mission. So the church fulfils its mission by caring for the institutions in which Christian certainty and freedom can grow.


    Eilert Herms1


    It is a cultural imposition on peoples of other cultural matrix to have to embrace these Eurocentric modes of being church to the detriment of their cultural heritage.


    Teresa Okure2


    
1.1 The Primacy of Cultivation in Relation to Communication


    The following is a meditation on the critical import of world Christianity for fundamental theology. It considers the pluriformity of the world Christian communion, its evident richness of theologies and structures, to be of material theological significance. Such significance will be tested in relation to apostolicity. The choice is deliberate. Apostolicity sets the parameters of Christian identity, underlying what it means to be catholic. It constitutes an evaluative measure, composed of interpretive means and structural limits, by which a particular communion is received as a member of Christ’s body. Apostolicity, defined as faithfulness to origins expressed in the continuity of mission, often prioritizes historical continuity and its associated institutional means. Precise limits are consequently applied to the cross-cultural engagement and appropriation of the gospel. However celebrated the diversity of Christian expression may be, when presented as a question of apostolicity, a received orthodoxy prevails, one which makes claims on, but remains uninformed by, the developments of world Christianity.


    While the aspects of “continuity” and “being sent” both belong to apostolicity, a controlling opposition directs formal treatments of the concept. This results from the “tendency,” identified by Rowan Williams, “to think of ‘mission’ and ‘spirituality’ as pointing in different directions—the communicating of the faith and the cultivation of the faith.”3 Much more than a simple tendency, this reflects an ordering whereby apostolicity is identified first with the cultivation of the faith and so in relation to historical continuity, stability, order and office. Cultivation, in other words, is the governing factor beside which all others are asymmetrically ordered. Its priority shapes the nature and purpose of structures and the ends to which the sacraments and the accompanying interpretive measures, such as order and liturgy, are directed. It conditions theological formulations of the church’s “visibility,” the nature of its historical continuity and the relationship of the local to the universal. It promotes a precise definition of witness, one contingent on growth in the faith and the practices deemed essential to such.


    The primacy given to cultivation in the definition of apostolicity both directs and establishes a range of controls over the second direction: the communication of the faith. Communication, especially with the flexibility of form the occasion of cross-cultural translation demands, assumes a secondary and derivative position. As not itself the primary form of Christian witness, mission becomes an “external” act, one detached from the practices associated with formation in the faith. Such mission often enters treatments of apostolicity through a concern for “limits.” The general necessity of mission might be granted, but when considered in relation to unity, to ­historical continuity or to the processes variously termed “inculturation” or “contextualization,” it is evaluated against its potential negative effect over the cultivation of, and maturity in, the faith.4 Mission, by this binary, is not only properly distinguished from Christian spirituality—it is to be approached with an enduring theological caution.


    Dominant ecumenical definitions of apostolicity, Protestant and Catholic alike, exploit this ordering of cultivation over communication. The immediate focus of the ecumenical discussion has shifted from the contentious issue of episcopal order to the nature of the Christian community and its mission. Apostolicity is first defined by naming the range of practices and institutions that belong to the “apostolic tradition” before identifying their significance with their “permanence” and service to “Christ’s mission.”5 Apostolicity becomes the expression, the gestalt, of the whole life of the church and the essence of its mission. To cite the Faith and Order study Episkopé and Episcopacy and the Quest for Visible Unity, “within the total life of the church, the gifts of apostolic continuity form parts of a single system of identity, a single system of communication.”6 As this “total life,” apostolicity encompasses the complex of interpretive measures accompanying these practices and institutions. Apostolicity, in more or less explicit terms, is the culture of the church, its being the “people of God.” This culture bears and expresses its missionary witness, confirming the basic nature of cultivation.


    The benefit of this position is clear. As a culture, the wider complex of liaisons constitutive of church life becomes necessary to its apostolicity. One cannot intrude on these without also intruding on the church’s living culture and so its witness. Culture explains how the church apostolic remains constant while changing through history. It links the message and mission of the gospel with the existence of a historically visible people. Questions of order reemerge, but as secondary and in service to this people, a necessary expression of this particular culture. This at once relativizes the historical and cultural origins of the traditional order while establishing governing controls for “diversity” in relation to the church. Connecting a social account of the Trinity to the nature of the church as koinonia supplies seemingly clear and ecumenically attractive theological supports. Indeed, the move appears to be something of an ecumenical triumph, garnering ranging support across the traditions.


    The singular difficulty with this consensus emerges when setting this definition of apostolicity in relation to the cross-cultural transmission and appropriation of the faith, in relation to world Christianity and its pluriformity of expression.


    Christianity beyond the cultural spheres of the former corpus Christianum has been largely uniform in lamenting the faith’s unnecessary “foreignness,” the over-identification of the Christian gospel with its European and American cultural expressions. The wider complaint is well known. To cite Richard King, “in a cross-cultural and post-colonial context the ‘provinciality’ of European ways of understanding the world, is increasingly being highlighted with reference to the historical specificity of their origins and provenance.”7 But what form does this “provinciality” take when conceived in relation to the Christian church? One answer consigns the complaint to some form of “missionary imperialism.” Missions via their relationship with the processes of colonization, so the logic goes, come to bear responsibility for the improper alignment of the Christian gospel and wider Western culture. This reading, while the popular one, fails to attend to the actual forms believers charge with being “Western”: dress, liturgy, order, architecture and the framing of space, patterns of ministry, hymnology, theological questions and idiom, and even the imported structures of schism. In other words, the “foreignness” of Christianity applies not first to some liaison between the faith and external political structures. It bears some relation to the “total life” of the church. One need only refer to the central terms of identity, history, tradition, memory, visibility, the relationship of the local to the universal and of continuity to discontinuity to appreciate the fundamental connection between apostolicity and the cross-cultural transmission and appropriation of the faith.


    To conceive the problem as one of Christian faith’s “foreignness” beyond a Western context, however, is only a negative way of stating the point. This approach evaluates world Christianity’s diverse forms in terms of some other singular given. It establishes framing expectations for the gospel’s appropriation. Notably, the institutional question, apostolicity as structure, provides the filter for developments within world Christianity. Ignored is the possibility that the local response to the gospel might produce different structural expressions and that this difference might be essential to maturity in the faith. One question basic to the discussion of apostolicity is whether and to what extent its standards are “located,” that is, reflect a certain historical expression of the faith, and whether these might be applied without remainder to the pluriform expressions found in world Christianity. Alternately stated, is not world Christianity itself a development within the catholic faith, positively informing the church’s recognition of its own apostolicity? Might apostolicity be defined in terms of, and not in contest with, the diverse expressions of world Christianity? In this approach apostolicity would cease to be an issue of how these communions correspond to a supposedly “timeless” gospel expressed through the given language and institution of the church universal and become one of how they proclaim the gospel in vernacular word, deed and structure. A theology of apostolicity, in other words, should approach the positive expressions of Christianity now evident in multiple centers around the world not as potential threats to the continuity of the faith but as embodying the very nature of that continuity.


    A basic contest develops when conceiving apostolicity in cultural terms. The range of necessary qualifications notwithstanding, the church apostolic relates to other geographical locations through a process of replication and opposes the polycentrism and pluriformity of expression characteristic of world Christianity. Formulated in these stark terms, the claim is a big one and requires demonstration. Such is the task through the first half of the work. But to accomplish this, it is necessary to forestall an interpretive assumption. Conceiving apostolicity through the lens of world Christianity resists reading the Protestant/Catholic schism as the primary interpretive framework. This study contests the variety of binary oppositions (those of institution against charisma and of missionary flexibility against settled structure) that follow when schism determines apostolicity’s constructive definition. Whatever implications follow for this ecumenical question, they are secondary to the positive form of apostolicity that world Christianity suggests. To shift the debate from its expected ecumenical location, we begin with the opposition of the communication against the cultivation of the faith and its determinative effect for apostolicity.


    
1.2 The Communication of the Faith


    The communication of the faith, in that it must speak in a comprehensible manner within a variety of languages and locations, expects a certain contingency of expression. Context, to a varying extent, informs the method and content of the faith’s communication. Insofar as mission remained a mediating task external to the church, such circumstantial flexibility received theological sanction. At least in theory, however, to cite John Paul II, mission is no longer “a marginal task for the Church but is situated at the center of her life, as a fundamental commitment of the whole People of God.”8 While this may sound commendable, much of the theological suspicion attached to the missionary communication of the faith focuses on this issue of flexibility, the supposed freedom of form and its consequence for ecclesiology. The contest is obvious. Mission, in that it draws cultural difference into the church, intrudes on the range of institutions, structures, artifacts, symbols and gestures considered basic to Christian koinonia, to the cultivation of the community and to its visible continuity. Cross-cultural transmission is often perceived as a source for disunity and may, as such, dilute Christian witness. Given this, it is worth considering how this now axiomatic drawing of mission into the church is understood in relation to the structures considered basic to apostolicity.


    1.2.1 Missionary flexibility. As it developed in the twentieth century, the notion of a missionary church has a rather specific genealogy. The supposed “maturation” of the former “missions” (a recognition of their becoming independent church bodies), combined with the recognition of colonization as a problem for local Christian identity, prompted a radical redefinition of missionary method and act. Mission could no longer be something simply external to the church. The church itself became the mission. As one theological consequence, the absence of mission from traditional accounts of the church, as evidenced by the need for volunteer mission structures, indicated a deficit within sophisticated, established ecclesiologies. To quote Lesslie Newbigin, “the very general belief of Christians in most Churches that the Church can exist without being a mission involves a radical contradiction of the Church’s being.”9 The critical development of a missionary church, so ran the logic, entails a range of structural changes to the form of the church as received through the tradition. To continue with Newbigin, if mission were accepted as the “raison d’être of the whole body . . . there would be a profound transformation in the accepted patterns of congregational life, of ministry, of Christian action in the world.”10


    In concrete terms, arguments for the repatriation of mission into the church stressed, first, that the type of mobility perceived as basic to the missionary task now applied to the church. This resulted in a largely critical attitude to established structures. These were deemed to be so sociologically derived and historically located as to inhibit the church’s contemporary witness. Shaped by their Christendom context, they embodied a form of social cohesion based in stability and immutability. Renowned ecumenist Willem Visser ‘t Hooft, for example, argued that the merger of ecclesial and partisan political interests during Christendom produced “institutional forms which are characterized by a desire for permanence. It has made the cathedral rather than the tent its outward expression.”11 This applied particularly to the parish structure, which now struggled under the conditions of modern mass society.


    Second, recognizing the church’s missionary nature meant acknowledging that the local congregation itself lacks structures sufficient for mission. Or, to use Newbigin’s emphatic summary, “the very forms of congregational life were a major hindrance to the Church’s evangelism.”12 Mission could no longer be defined as the special reserve of individuals, nor as something geographically determined. It described the action of the whole people of God in each place. The congregation, in its very ordering, should promote and support local missionary witness. Central to this was the “lay apostolate” and the revision of existing structures so as to promote the ministry of this body. An example of this logic appeared in the 1961 WCC New Delhi report on “witness.” Under the heading “Reshaping the Witnessing Community,” it affirmed that the task of witness belonged to the “Laos, that is, the whole People of God in the world,” and questioned whether church “practices and structures,” insofar as they establish a relationship of active clergy to passive recipients, “prevent the message of the Gospel from challenging the world.”13 Context supplies the criterion by which these judgments were to be made: structural changes and different approaches to the pastoral task depended on specific situations. One proposal envisioned the creation of cell or local Christian community groups for an identifiable collective, such as “a handful of typists and salesgirls in a big store, a dozen or so workers on the various floors of a factory.”14


    In both cases, the underlying principle was clear. To cite Visser ‘t Hooft, “the whole Church must recognize that her divine mission calls for the most dynamic and costly flexibility.” This “Pilgrim Church” should not be “afraid to leave behind the securities of its conventional structures” but be “glad to dwell in the tent of perpetual adaptation.”15 The incorporation of mission into the church meant a purposeful freedom in relation to established structures for the sake of Christian witness within especially Western societies.


    As it appeared within this mid-twentieth-century ecumenical discussion, apostolicity referred to the church’s missionary sending. Matters of historic continuity held no focus. This is not to suggest a simple jettisoning of traditional emphases. Rather, the two approaches appear as isolated discussions. The aforementioned WCC report on witness prefaces its constructive proposals with an affirmation that Scripture, the Spirit-filled church, the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist, preaching and “the very existence of the Church” constitute the “long tradition of the Church’s witness having its origin in God himself, repeating itself constantly in the life of the Church.”16 As to how the charge of a missionary deficit might attach to these definitive practices, matters remain vague. Such an observation seems typical of the wider debate. A strange bifurcation exists between the restatement of traditional formulas and radical suggestions concerning the church’s basic organization and forms of ministry. Those institutional aspects associated with the church’s apostolicity appear reified and isolated from the seemingly more mundane and situated missionary critiques.


    1.2.2 Mission, the church and the replication of cultural structures. In terms of theological reception, mission cautions against the church becoming an “end in itself.” The church points beyond itself to the kingdom of God. Its catholicity refers to a proper universality beyond the confines of any particular cultural form. A church concerned “only with itself,” so runs the general consensus, is one unaware that its normative institutions are, in actuality, particular cultural instantiations of the gospel. Even Orthodox theologian John Meyendorff supports this characterization. Because the church is apostolic, mission belongs to its “very nature.” Like the apostles, it is sent into the world to witness to the resurrection. With this responsibility, any “Church which ceases to be missionary, which limits itself to an introverted self-sustaining existence or, even worse, places ethnic, racial, political, social, or geographic limitations upon the message of Christ, ceases to be authentically ‘the Church of Christ.’”17 Though this rhetoric is common, its actual implications are less than clear. It is never addressed, for example, to established church identities and especially not to traditions that regard episcopal order as a sign, if not a guarantee, of the church’s apostolic fidelity. It functions much more as a polemic against other traditions.


    Despite this evident lack of application to the actual ordering of the church—to the liturgical and pastoral forms that might encourage this orientation—the intent is worth pursuing. It is today commonly recognized that during the colonial period churches of every tradition were guilty of transporting culturally located forms of Christian expression. These were, to a greater or lesser degree, presented as normative and necessary to the gospel and, as such, did set cultural limits on the gospel, its transmission and appropriation. Though this observation often functions as simple polemic, it raises legitimate questions concerning the potential link between the processes of colonization and traditional church order.


    The so-called 1951 Rolle Statement on “The Calling of the Church to Mission and to Unity” issued by the Central Committee of the WCC illustrates well the stated concerns. The separation of mission from the church resulted in “an unconscious confusion of the unchanging Gospel with the particular cultural, economic and institutional forms of the older Churches.”18 A replication of Western structures followed, and this inserted “an element of cultural domination,” producing churches that, “though technically independent,” remained dependent because of the foreignness of the inherited form and its distance from the local context.19 The detachment of mission from the church produced a model whereby mission replicated the form of the sending church in another place. While this is clearly an issue, Rolle focused on the common attribution of this problem to cross-cultural mission alone and the concomitant absolution applied to the sending churches. Assigning the more deleterious consequences of colonization to mission allowed the now generalized problem of intercultural relationship to be reframed in terms of ecumenical “unity” and the reconciliation of now independent identities. Within this schema, priority attached to churches with an established history and associated claim to apostolic continuity, and the onus fell on the “younger” churches to demonstrate how they met the standards of this wider tradition. Rolle opposed this general logic by rejecting the easy identification between mission and colonization. As mission was itself a task of the church, so the problems derived from the “defects of the Churches from which the mission went forth.”20 By implication, the problem of Christian colonization revealed a defect in established ecclesiologies.21


    David Bosch summarizes the problem thusly: the “West has often domesticated the gospel in its own culture while making it unnecessarily foreign to other cultures.”22 No culture-free gospel exists, so the main concern is not the gospel’s cultural embodiment. It stems, rather, from the recognition that the local appropriation of the gospel is itself a necessary component of the gospel’s communication.23 Such is the case precisely because the proclamation and so appropriation of the gospel takes the form of a community. This is the missionary lesson of the colonial period: because mission and community belong together, any failure to reference the local community results in the importation of replacement structures. Those importing these structures are themselves blinded to their foreignness because of, first, the persistence of those structures through time in a way that suggests a certain cultural dislocation and, second, the direction of their importation, to quote Kondothra George, from “a dominant culture to various cultural contexts with no power or very little. These so-called particular contexts are, in fact, culturally in the orbit of the dominant culture.”24 The initial globalization of Western culture during the colonial period reinforced the apparent “internationalism” of church structures. Or, even more strongly from George, a “local cultural expression of the faith now claims universal application.”25 It is at this point that difficulties with apostolicity arise.


    William Burrows, former Society of the Divine Word (SVD) missionary to Papua New Guinea, addresses the challenge of forming mature communities in a non-Western context. Here, the precipitating difficulty is that “the European past of the church is still being made absolute and normative for nonwestern peoples.”26 The church has erected “its own ethnocentric edifice.”27 It assumes the normativety of the “European experience” and attempts to “exercise control” over non-Western appropriations of the gospel through the insistence on “the binding character of [the Western church’s] formulation of the meaning of the Christian fact and Euro-American patterns of fellowship and worship.”28 In other words, while inculturation is affirmed as basic, it occurs within the limits prescribed by the assumed normative institutional model, the very formality of which disguises the complexity of its cultural liaisons.29 Against this, theology must account for the reality that “a church which has long thought of itself in terms of universal values stands accused of imposing its own relative cultural perspectives on the young churches.”30 A solution is not as simple as applying theological controls against mistaken cultural excesses, for the concerns extend to the shape of the controls themselves. “Western canons of acceptability and what would count for ‘culture’ were rooted in Greco-Roman standards and norms. It was the demand that the converts adhere to those canons that led to the failure of the church in the highly developed and self-confident cultures of China, India and Japan.”31 Not only does the normative theological tradition include values that alienate the Christian message from other cultural settings, it assumes an account of culture itself and so of the artifacts and practices basic to this culture, such as the structuring and interpretation of authorities, the manner of the identification and expression of mores, and a conception of education and of maturity. By way of example, it is necessary for an indigenous person to attain a form and level of ­education only achievable by a minority in the West before he (and often in this context it is only a “he”) may serve as a minister in his own local context.


    Burrows’s own reformulation begins with the ideological use of apostolicity. Specifically, he identifies an “apologist mentality” that succeeded in reading received “orthodox” structures into the primary biblical text. The evident pluralism of office in the early church became treated as “a sort of confusion that was later corrected when the popes were able to bring aberrant church orders into line.”32 While developments in the understanding of early church history no longer support this orthodoxy, at the level of polity the church proceeds “as if the present shape of ministry is the only one warranted.”33 Burrows grants that a normative apostolic tradition exists but finds the approach, which amounts to an interpretive apology for a particular ecclesiastical tradition, unfounded both methodologically and historically.34 That which might be regarded as the “authentic common denominator,” Burrows argues, “is not the complex of Euro-American ways of responding to the challenge of Jesus, for Christian institutions are merely the shape which fellowship takes when men and women have the experience of converting to Christ.”35 Burrows is not here suggesting that form is without theological significance, that as structures have developed in history so they are “merely human,” reducible to sociological mechanics.36 Because the canon testifies to the development of structures, “development” is normative for the establishment of theological institutions.37


    To further his argument, Burrows turns to Edward Schillebeeckx. As Jesus did not institute any offices prior to his ascension, so the early church could decide on the forms reflective of the message they had received. Burrows rejects the notion that the development of institution was a deformation of an otherwise unburdened apostolic church because “what is really at stake is the church’s ability in every age to adapt itself to circumstances.”38 This principle of apostolic development presents the church as “first and foremost a communion of local churches, each with a right to its own forms and life-styles.”39 These local churches must be in communion with one another, but this occurs through a process of wrestling between Scripture, tradition and the local culture, not through the imposition of an external unity. Inculturation, insofar as it occurs under the controls of given church structures, fails to permit the type of appropriation of the gospel basic to its hearing; that is, it militates against the formation of local community structures. “It is not enough to give a notional assent to the need to adapt liturgical and institutional forms in external matters. More important is the need to find ways of life in community which allow and encourage nonwestern Christians to express what their encounter with Christ means to them.”40 Given that the community is itself the central organ of missionary witness, structural limitations exert a limiting effect over Christian witness to the gospel and maturity in the faith.


    While theologians outside the Western cultural sphere constitute no monolithic other, their voices appear unified and unequivocal in affirming that the institutions regarded as basic to the visible continuity of the church are, in fact, derived from Western culture and that these origins affect the growth of the church in other contexts. As one example, Teresa Okure states, without qualification, that the forms of the Catholic church, its hierarchical structure and linguistic and cultural heritage, all derive from the Roman Empire.41 The Western church, she avers, needs to remember


    that what has come to be defined as church in terms raised here (structures, symbols, ritual, law of governance), were taken from the pagan Greco-Roman cultures, the matrix from which the western European culture emerged, not primarily from the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Consequently it is a cultural imposition on peoples of other cultural matrix to have to embrace these Eurocentric modes of being church to the detriment of their cultural heritage.42


    Without acknowledging that culture has informed even this basic structural level, the possibilities for inculturation remain limited. Taking this position seriously will “substantially affect the current church structures, [the] understanding of sacraments, canon law and all the other ways of being church inherited or originating from the negative influences of the Empire.”43 While Okure does not employ the terminology, it is clear that she extends this cultural critique to the institutions associated with the church’s apostolicity.


    Nor is it simply possible to detach apostolic structures from culture, for ecclesial governance is “attitudinal and architectural. The very way in which our churches and sacred places are structured exercise a powerful influence on the way we think, act and relate to one another when we assemble as church.”44 Okure’s critique, in other words, includes the framing of space because this too manifests a cultural way of seeing the world. She, by way of illustration, contrasts the received pattern to a more communal model, drawing on African villages built around circular huts. Okure agrees that Christian belief should help shape our social worlds. Her complaint is that the Western forms, if not themselves sullied by their over-identification with this cultural location, impose problematic restrictions on the Christian ordering of the world. Reference to the local culture, by contrast,


    may offer better or more gospel-based forms of being church and living the gospel than the inherited western referents. A key example is the essentially communitarian culture of Africa, with its high premium on hospitality, its strong sense of community that embraces the living, the dead (who are never really dead) and those yet to be born. It promotes a sense of corporate responsibility for the growth and survival of the “clan” and respect for nature.45


    As the community is itself the proper form of missionary witness, so reducing Christian order to forms derived from the West constitutes a premature closing of that witness.


    Okure and Burrows both assume a relationship between an improper imposition of Western culture on churches of other cultural heritage and the normative theological claims of apostolicity. Though they write as Catholics and interpret the matter guided by certain assumptions, this connection between received church structures and culture applies equally to the Protestant churches. While Protestantism, with the axioms of sola scriptura and ecclesia semper reformanda, may be more open to structural freedom, the testing of this theory in a cross-cultural context demonstrates the difficulties in implementation. This is evident in the confusions and controls applied to ordination during the period of Western missionary expansion.46 These, first, would not permit missionaries to be ordained (and so they lacked the authority to baptize) until they were in charge of something identifiable as a congregation (for which baptism is basic) and, second, imposed a variety of barriers to the development of indigenous leadership. Protestantism’s canonical approach to apostolicity and its minimalist marks of the preaching of the Word and the administration of the sacraments, it might be suggested, may only be sufficient for a context where some relationship already exists between the local culture and the Christian faith.47 Where this does not exist, where the existence of a living Christian community is at a premium, the submerged cultural shape of the originating church becomes readily apparent. This is evident in the swiftness with which some Protestant missionaries applied the charge of syncretism, of an identifiable discontinuity in the faith, to local attempts to formulate theology in response to their cultural heritage. Mission threatens a notion of continuity based in the replication of structures, be those in institutional or creedal form, because such “continuity” shares all the hallmarks of a cultural residue and is challenged as such in the context of cross-cultural encounter.


    It is a peculiarity of the attempt to set mission in relation to the church that it has avoided discussion of the church’s apostolicity. Any potential connections between the church’s apostolic continuity, the replication of cultural forms and the encouragement or hindrance of the church’s mission remain unstated. Whether a particular structure, such as episcopal order, can simply be detached from any discussion of its historical and cultural origin in such a way that it becomes applicable across historical and cultural barriers is a question to be asked. But the issue is wrongly construed if limited to this single issue. An obvious question, for example, is the extent to which accounts of the church’s “historical continuity” assume a particular conception of time and history that imposes a range of expectations unachievable in other cultural contexts.48 As a community, the church will properly maintain a historical social trajectory. But as a community of “Jew and Gentile,” it is perhaps reasonable to assume that this trajectory will include the type of disruptions and discontinuities that are part of any boundary-crossing endeavor. At the very least, it appears to be a matter properly addressed to theologies of apostolicity.


    
Excursus: Stephen Neill on the Relationship of Church and Mission


    In this context, it is worth referring to Bishop Stephen Neill’s oft-cited dictum, “If everything is mission, nothing is mission.”49 This reflects a concern that if the term “mission” was applied too broadly, as was occurring within the ecumenical discussion of the church’s missionary nature, then it would lose any meaning. “Mission,” Neill argues, should be reserved for the specific task of introducing the gospel to those who have not yet heard it.


    It is often the case, however, that those who cite this position fail to appreciate Neill’s continuing argument. While the dilution of mission is a problem, it is a derivative and revealing one. “A correct theology of the Church would include everything that we now regard as the special and separate problems of ‘missions’ and a correct theology of ministry would include everything that now perplexes us as the special problem of the ‘foreign’ missionary.”50 The potential overemphasis on mission results from an inadequate doctrine of the church and its ministry. Neill expounds his point through an extended treatment of the problematic separation of missionary institutions from the church, and especially the absurdity of a missionary or missionary society seeking to serve a growing Christian community but without the authority either to ordain or to administer the Word and sacraments. Even in a pioneer context, he argues, “a Church must be complete from the start. Completeness includes the protestas ordinandi, authority to ordain, in order that the Church may be assured from without of its own continuity, without dependence on any outside authority.”51 That this does not occur reflects “a failure of the Churches to develop a missionary sense,” a failure embodied in an ambiguous church order that isolates missionaries from the church and leads to a range of theologically indefensible aberrations.52 Neill seeks not some simple flexibility in church order. His concern has a much greater force.


    All our ecclesiologies are inadequate and out of date. Nearly all of them have been constructed in the light of a static concept of the Church as something given, something which already exists. Much attention has been concentrated on external “marks of the Church.” As far as I know, no one has yet set to work to think out the theology of the Church in terms of the one thing for which it exists.53


    Neill’s concern is clear: the problem encountered by the missionary endeavor lies with an inadequate doctrine of the church, and the radical shift initiated by the inclusion of mission entails a significant revision of even basic church structures and associated doctrines.


    Part of the difficulty lies in the concrete implications of such a position, especially as it applies to such a cornerstone theological concept as apostolicity. In a chapter titled “The Unfinished Church,” Neill raises the issue of the church’s historicity, which includes both unrepeatable achievements, such as the canon and the creeds, and their necessary historical location, which prohibits simple repetition. He notes that “the ground plan of the Church, in its doctrine, its worship, and its organization, is already discernible in the New Testament.”54 This observation he conditions by way of a lament. Instead of using the whole scope afforded by the New Testament, emphasis fell “mainly on the givenness of the Church, on what we have received from the past, and far less on the other aspect of creative development.”55 A contrast formed between the “static” and “dynamic” areas of the church’s life, which Neill develops in terms of understanding the church either as an “existing worshiping society, or in terms of its possible missionary outreach.”56 The Reformers, even while reacting to Catholic order, chose to define the church as an existing society—as the visible body where the Word is preached and the sacraments administered. Neill does not deny the validity of such, but it emphasizes what “is fixed, stable, and unchanging; and it is these elements which most naturally find their expression in a fixed and unchanging organization. For this reason, controversies between the Churches tend to find their centre in the question of the ministry and the order of the Church, and of the validity of the Sacraments which are dependent on such ministries.”57 The churches have the “inveterate tendency” to “settle down” to the extent that they “have not merely appeared unconscious of the missionary outreach, but have gloried in their repudiation of it, maintaining that the Church has nothing to do but attend respectably to its local responsibilities.”58 However, against an overemphasis on missionary mobility to the deficit of institution, for Neill, these two elements resist distortion only by being held together. Part of the answer rests in understanding the church as a provisional body moving toward its eschatological future. “In its own dispensation it is all-important, but that importance is derived not from what it is in itself, but from that for which it prepares the way.”59


    Though Neill advocates a basic “catholic” structure, this must itself develop because of the church’s missionary witness through history. Thus the question remains as to the concrete implications for church order when considered in a missionary light. Herein lies the difficulty. The church’s apostolicity appears isolated from reference to mission, and given that the concept immediately informs the ministry and the sacraments, this withdraws much of the “church” from the critical discussion. For example, a rather notorious apology for the apostolic ministry from a Church of England perspective appeared in The Apostolic Ministry: Essays on the History and the Doctrine of Episcopacy.60 In response, Neill collected a range of reviews and wrote an introductory essay for a text published as The Ministry of the Church: A Review by Various Authors of a Book Entitled “The Apostolic Ministry.” 61 Though this text appears ten years prior to the works referenced above, Neill already had two decades of missionary experience, including experience with the establishment of the Church of South India, to which he makes reference. While he stands opposed to the conclusions drawn in Apostolic Ministry, his lack of reference to mission as a theological category informing apostolicity is noteworthy. Neill rejects the outlined position using the same texts and in the same manner as the objectionable argument. This text is, of course, a critical review rather than a constructive text. Nevertheless, it is this capacity to isolate the two discussions even while advocating their rapprochement that is a curiosity characteristic of the wider debate.


    
1.3 The Cultivation of the Faith


    The assumed division of the cultivation from the proclamation of the faith does not result in two equally weighted options: the distinction includes a relative ordering. Cultivation is considered basic for, and thus prior to, the act of communication; the pastoral, the nurturing of a common spiritual life, because it is formative, becomes primary and distinct from a secondary and external mission.62 Insofar as the contingencies necessary to the communication of the faith appear erosive of the stabilities necessary to its cultivation, mission appears to disrupt the church’s community life and so witness. Though mission is valued as perhaps even a necessary “task,” it is such at a secondary distance from those institutions deemed constitutive of the church itself: the liturgy, the preaching of the Word, the administration of the sacraments and the ministry. Claims of the church’s “missionary nature” become subject to this ordering that now identifies the pastoral with the church and its structures, and mission with a specific action occurring beyond the local congregation and the preserve of especially called individuals.


    1.3.1 The institutional divorce of church and mission. The ordering that establishes a primary pastoral “mission” over a secondary and external movement is notoriously present, for example, in Ad Gentes.63 Such inconsistency is common. Without addressing the implications for structures and their replication entailed by such a mission method, Redemptoris Missio reinforces the same logic.64 It describes mission as “a single but complex reality” (RM, §41), thereby permitting an encompassing vision of mission while confining the specific act to an activity on the church’s periphery undertaken by those with a corresponding vocation. When it comes to the question of structures, “the early Church experiences her mission as a community task, while acknowledging in her midst certain ‘special envoys’ or ‘missionaries devoted to the Gentiles,’ such as Paul and Barnabas” (RM, §61). Mission is first the life of the community alongside which specific mission organs develop and with a flexibility of form that, by this reading, do not attach to the community itself. This external missionary act remains ecclesiologically significant, however, for “without the mission ad gentes, the Church’s very missionary dimension would be deprived of its essential meaning and of the very activity that exemplifies it” (RM, §34). Thus “mission” serves as a theological predicate of the church in its historical existence, while the mobility acknowledged as necessary to missionary engagement becomes detached from the church’s dogmatic substance. Mission, in this latter sense, gains theological gravitas through reminding the church that it is missionary.


    Neither this priority given to the church in its mundane historical existence as the form of mission, nor the compartmentalization between an internal missionary dimension and an external act, is a peculiarly Catholic problem. Protestant mission theory, with justification, has argued in a similar vein. In 1958 Lesslie Newbigin held that the “Church is a mission.”65 Jesus Christ entrusted his mission to his church, not according to human capacity, but by participation in the mission of the Holy Spirit. The Spirit brings about a “new being” that is


    the common life (koinonia) in the Church. . . . This new reality—namely the active presence of the Holy Spirit among [human beings]—is the primary witness, anterior to all specific acts whether of service or of preaching. These different acts have their relation to one another not in any logical scheme, but in the fact that they spring out of the one new reality. This is the city set on a hill which cannot be hid.66


    While mission is itself determinative for the nature of the community, the community is itself the mission. “The whole life of the Church, rightly understood, is thus the visible means through which the Holy Spirit carries on His mission to the world, and the whole of it thus partakes of the character of witness.”67 The church in the act of worship is already a witnessing community. While the intention behind this argument, in the words of Visser ‘t Hooft, was not one of “churchifying mission but of mobilizing the Church for its mission,” its wider appropriation differed in surprising ways.68 On the one hand, it politicized mission, linking it to movements of “revolutionary” social change and to a structural mobility whereby the church formed itself in correspondence to these “worldly” developments. On the other, it placed mission within the realm of ethics, and this tended to affirm traditional church structures as themselves basic to Christian “witness,” that is, to “maturity” in the faith. Both approaches minimized the more classical definitions of mission, which were by now under sustained attack from the charges of colonialism and “cultural imperialism.”


    With this priority given to the community, Newbigin introduced a distinction between the church’s missionary dimension and its missionary intention.69 “Because the Church is the mission there is a missionary dimension to everything that the Church does.”70 This dimension Newbigin describes as the “Church’s worship, the perpetual liturgy in which she is joined to the worship of the heavenly hosts . . . directed wholly to God for His glory.” In circumstances that prohibit overt proclamation this may “be in fact the most powerful possible form of witness.”71 The missionary intention, by comparison, Newbigin leaves curiously undefined, but it refers to the specific missionary act, which he depicts as “the crossing of the frontier between faith in Christ as Lord and unbelief.”72 In similar tone to Redemptoris Missio, this act serves the church because “unless there is in the life of the Church a point of concentration for the missionary intention, the missionary dimension which is proper to the whole life of the Church will be lost.”73 An external mission is necessary for reminding the church of its own eccentric existence. But it remains unclear what this process of reminding accomplishes in concrete terms, especially as this pertains to the potential identification and revision of the supposedly “mission-retarding” traditional structures, about which Newbigin himself laments.


    This basic pattern, which identifies mission with the church in its mundane existence and which advocates a particular missionary concentration that somehow embodies and reminds the church of its missionary essence, remains dominant across the traditions. At issue is the way in which mission becomes repackaged in terms of the given structures considered constitutive of the church, and the way this insulates church structures from the challenges natural to cross-cultural engagement. The “essential” mission of the church consists of those elements basic to the cultivation of the faith. Chief here is a community capable of sustaining a coherent social trajectory and the range of artifacts basic to such: order, practices, texts, traditions, etc. Missionary mobility facilitates the transition of new believers into the ordered community of faith, but the development of Christian identity is contingent on stability and the structures—ministerial, liturgical and sacramental—that undergird maturation in the Christian habitus. In this sense, the church claims the sacraments and ministry as its own while mission is reduced to a practice beside these other ministries. Historic missions revealed the impossibility of separating the missionary act from baptism, the Lord’s Supper and, by extension, issues of ordination with supporting liturgical forms and accompanying concerns related to forming Christian communities. Though this may reflect the actual state of missionary transmission, however, it fails to intrude on the neat division between church and mission. If the operative notion of stability included a better sense of integration with local cultural structures, this position might seem, at least in principle, acceptable for those concerned about the importation of Western structures. But that is precisely the issue: to what extent can the historical continuity considered basic to this account of the church as mission accommodate the challenges posed by the gospel’s cross-cultural transmission and appropriation?


    1.3.2 Cultivation as culture. Jean Daniélou’s 1953 text Essai sur le Mystère de l’Historie provides an entryway into the question. Daniélou sets the role of structure in relation to cross-cultural transmission and local appropriation by considering the entrance of Christianity into non-Western contexts via the missionary endeavor. His discussion begins by noting the complaints against Western hegemony, the identification of comparable non-Western “civilizations,” the entrance of Christianity into these civilizations as “a foreign import” and the associated call for the “re-incarnation of Christianity in the form of these resurgent civilizations.”74 Against his backdrop Daniélou notes how, in comparison to the christianization of the West, other “cultural traditions . . . remain intrinsically and homogeneously pagan.” In relation to these, “Christianity can only be a foreign body: as it has engendered no native cultural monument of any value, it has no place in the tradition of the people.”75 Missionary endeavors, as they will have no effect over individuals at the political center, become restricted to individuals located on the social margins, and any “conversion will inevitably be regarded as an act of treason against the national way of life.” These cultures require an extended process of christianization before the political leaders convert, and it is the conversion of these leaders that is “an essential precondition of any lasting establishment of Christianity.”76 Daniélou’s central concern, in other words, is with the missionary act and the establishment of the Christian faith within each civilizational identity.


    Daniélou rejects the idea that Christianity can be linked to one particular culture, warns that a too close identification of Christianity with Europe leaves no room for mission and advocates for its translation into other civilizations.77 Such translation, however, takes centuries as these other cultures first require a “purge” of their idolatrous “dross” before they can be “absorbed” into Christianity.78 It is necessary then that the Christian idioms normative for the proclamation of the gospel are grounded in Western patterns of thought and language. The faith has been so “deeply rooted” in Western culture that it borrows from this culture “its theological and liturgical terminology and its social patterns” to the extent that it now “seems impossible to disentangle them.”79 Although Christianity does not result from Western culture, from this culture derive the dominant forms by which Christianity enters a non-Western setting.


    While not made explicit by Daniélou, this approach explains the perceived cultural foreignness of Christianity in terms of a necessary discontinuity from the idolatrous forms embedded within these non-Western civilizations. Such does not apply to contemporary Western culture because the long process of purification in relation to its pagan Greek heritage has already been completed. It is the continuity of this refined heritage within a non-Western setting that establishes the proper theological distance of a Christian people from its local culture. Christian foreignness becomes a consequence of a proper difference, one in which a local convert abandons his or her traditions and the “paganism they enshrined” in favor of the Christian faith as the convert “finds it, from the West. He would be shocked to think of building a Christian church to look like a temple, or singing hymns to our Lady with melodies taken from the repertory of heathen incarnations.”80 While this is an obviously complex issue, defining Christian difference in terms of the importing of foreign cultural structures while, over a period of centuries, the local “dross” is “purged away” seems fundamentally to misconstrue its nature.81 That it occurs seems to be a necessary consequence of juxtaposing a Christian with a pagan culture and making that conflict basic to the missionary task.


    There is a possible inconsistency here. Daniélou, on the one hand, acknowledges the entanglement of Western culture with the liturgical and social structures of the church and, on the other hand, promotes those same structures as theologically normative in a way that detaches them from any cultural location. The church’s structures can be coincidentally culturally located and detached, he argues, because of Christianity’s translatability. As Christianity began in an Aramaic cultural setting and “absorbed in time the culture of the Hellenes and finally the social structure of Rome,” so it is able to absorb other cultural patterns. The church belongs to no particular culture and can derive “an imperishable enrichment from each of the cultures with which it is united.” What this oft-stated enrichment looks like in concrete terms, given, for example, Daniélou’s rejection of alternate architectural forms as reflective of pagan dross, is unclear. Nevertheless, as the church passes through history, so it incorporates “every variety of human civilization.” It becomes “a robe of rich embroidery” (Ps 45:14), an independent entity that has absorbed all the cultures of the world. Thus, China can welcome Catholicism and let it take root in Chinese culture “without repudiating the capital value of its existing investment in Latin forms, which would indeed be a ridiculous act of xenophobic self-impoverishment.”82


    Such translatability depends on a prioritization of certain cultural forms. Daniélou notes the Semitic origins of the faith but enlists Hellenism as normative because of the church’s “ineradicable connexions with the Latin culture, and with the historical circumstances of Petrine Rome.”83 He quotes Georges Florovsky to the effect that Hellenism is “an integral component, being in fact a permanent category of Christianity.”84 Such an affirmation is not to be ethnically or geographically limited. It concerns the nature of spirituality itself and the practical impossibility for appreciating “the inwardness of liturgical praxis without some initiation into the mystique of Hellenism.” One must, in some sense, become Hellene to experience fully the worship of God, for Hellenism is determinative of the church’s basic structures—the liturgy, baptism and the eucharist—and in the “permanent structure of Christian theology.”85 Other cultures receive the church through this culture, for the “spirit of Hellenism in the heart of the Roman church” is the key to its catholicity and unity. Reference to Hellenism supposedly distances Christianity from its Western embodiment, and this creates space for the rooting of the faith in other cultures.


    The church embodies an international culture unified around a Hellenistic and, by extension, Latin core. All necessary authority for this position, according to Daniélou, rests in the church’s historical origins and the persistence of the associated forms to the contemporary period. What he leaves unexamined is the extent to which the observed entanglement of Western culture with the social patterns of the church might, in fact, be revised given that mission mediates this cultural heritage to other cultures. The open possibility of a non-Western contribution seems difficult to quantify. Daniélou readily acknowledges the diversity of the church as a theological imperative along with the vague possibility of future changes, but such changes remain Limited by the permanence of the Hellenistic cultural norm that Daniélou deems necessary to the experience of, and maturity in, the faith.


    A Protestant version of this argument will appear in a later chapter. Here it is worth continuing with Pope Benedict XVI, who, drawing on a more sophisticated theory of cultures and their interaction, has made explicit the link between a supposed international culture of faith and the corresponding impossibility of inculturation. In a 1993 address, Benedict frames the encounter between the Christian faith and culture in terms of the church’s “universal mission.”86 His argument begins by defining culture as “the historically developed common form of expression of the insights and values which characterize the life of a community.” A number of related observations follow. First, religion is the “determining core” of any culture, and culture is an interpretation of the world according to its understanding of the divine. Second, culture takes up the “common subject” in a way that conserves and develops its insights and permits the individual to transcend himself or herself through participation in this “larger social subject.” One’s cultural heritage, in other words, is necessary to full human maturity. Third, history leads to the transformation of culture through the encounter with other cultures. Based on this, Benedict rejects the language of “inculturation” in favor of “inter-culturality.” Because of, first, the incommensurable religious visions basic to each culture; second, the way in which culture is necessary to the “unity and wholeness” of the individual; and, third, the progress of culture through historical encounter, no “practical universality” exists that would preserve the integrity of both the message and the culture it encounters. Given that this integrity is basic to authentic inculturation, inculturation is itself an impossibility.


    Benedict’s positive argument for “inter-culturality” maintains that “faith is itself culture. . . . Faith is its own subject, a living and cultural community we call the ‘people of God,’” one that has “matured through a long history and through intercultural mingling.” This use of “people of God” language, drawing as it does on Lumen Gentium §9, seeks to decouple questions of church order from the charge that they are Western in form. As the church is itself a culture, so it is necessarily distinguished from the cultural entity of the West. “This cultural subject Church, People of God, does not coincide with any of the individual historic subjects even in times of apparently full Christianization as one thought one had attained in Europe.” As to how they relate, Benedict argues that it is special to the particular “people of God” culture that it overlaps with other cultural entities, maintaining “[the church’s] own overarching form” in the encounter. It is not, as such, merely one culture among others, the joining of which means the leaving of another culture.87 “The cultural subject ‘people of God’ differs from the classical cultures which are defined by tribe, people or the boundaries of a common region insofar as the people of God exists in different cultures which for their part, even as far as the Christian is concerned, do not cease to be the first and unmediated culture. Even as a Christian, one remains a Frenchman, a German, an American, an Indian, etc.” Thus, while Benedict constructed his argument for the independence of the culture of faith through a generalized account of “culture” and its ongoing transformation through the encounter with other cultures in history, the “people of God” culture is not finally comparable to the form of culture described by this generalized depiction.


    Nevertheless, Benedict argues that the nature of this overarching culture was in place during the New Testament period. Christianity bears Israel’s “entire cultural history,” and the manner in which Israel “confronted,” “adopted” and “transformed” the Egyptian, Hittite, Sumerian, Babylonian, Persian and Greek cultures becomes paradigmatic for the way in which the church maintains its cultural identity while purifying the cultures it encounters “to their own lasting fulfilment.” While one might inquire how the church now displays the fulfillment of, for example, Hittite culture, Benedict’s point is that the church, as it is, is already this overarching culture. While the church may become an “even purer vessel” in its engagement with other cultures, it is those cultures that experience a “break” with their own “antecedent history.” That a different cultural people come to accept Israel’s history as its own is a key element in the local appropriation of the gospel. The question is whether this engrafting into Israel is transferable to some notion of the church catholic such that the necessary cultural break includes an acceptance of the church as it has developed through its Western trajectory.


    Elsewhere Benedict addresses the situation of the so-called younger churches and their “urgent task of a fruitful encounter with the history and culture of their own peoples and also with their religious tradition,” an encounter that will “naturally have profound counter-effects upon the whole church.”88 As part of this, Benedict recognizes that “the church has not fully ‘arrived’ as long as it remains a mere Western import,” that the “faith can be identified with no form of culture” and that it needs to be “translated anew.” What this means in terms of effect, however, is not so clear. Translation, Benedict continues, “means identity in essentials,” and these never appear in “pure form, but always only in historical forms,” an observation true of both the incarnation and the first witnesses. Insofar as this is the case, Benedict asks, “what in this accidental aspect has become necessity by virtue of the eternal significance of Jesus Christ? How far must we all, in order to be Christians, become Jews and Greeks?” If it is then possible for accidental cultural elements—even broad ones like “Jew and Greek”—to become necessary, the same question applies to central theological affirmations like “Christological titles,” to the “liturgy” and to the “proper order of the liturgical year.” Further reference to the incarnation reinforces this circumspection regarding the actuality of inculturation. As the “incarnation does not come to us in a unilinear way, but only brokenly, through death and resurrection,” so the “first appropriation of the Christian message in the earliest church” establishes a normative model. The Jewish and Greek cultures were subject to “a certain crucifixion: existing concepts and forms were broken up and so brought to a new fruitfulness.” Benedict’s point seems to be that the church itself is the result of this crucifixion and so is itself the model of the gospel’s appropriation.


    Benedict, in his 2006 Regensburg address, privileged Hellenism and, by extension, Europe in relation to this “culture.” Hellenism, through the development of the Septuagint, had an early and formative encounter with the biblical faith, and the resulting “inner rapprochement between Biblical faith and Greek philosophical inquiry” led to Christianity taking on “its historically decisive character in Europe.” Moreover, “this convergence, with the subsequent addition of the Roman heritage, created Europe.”89 Such an ­observation leaves much unsaid, but the main point is that Greek metaphysics is itself basic to the biblical text and that, by extension, Hellenism is, to whatever degree, itself basic to the faith. By comparison, opposition to “the thesis that the critically purified Greek heritage forms an integral part of Christian faith” leads to calls for the “dehellenization of Christianity.”90 Benedict understands this happening in three stages, the first of which was the Reformation and the setting of sola scriptura against a perceived extrabiblical metaphysics. The second stage occurred in the liberal theology of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and its attempt, represented by Adolf von Harnack, to reconcile the faith with science. The third stage, Benedict argues, is occurring now in the encounter between cultures. To quote,


    It is often said nowadays that the synthesis with Hellenism achieved in the early Church was an initial inculturation which ought not to be binding on other cultures. The latter are said to have the right to return to the simple message of the New Testament prior to that inculturation, in order to inculturate it anew in their own particular milieux. This thesis is not simply false, but it is coarse and lacking in precision.91


    In sum, while the “people of God” is an overarching culture, it takes the particular form of Hellenism, which, in relation to Rome, created Europe itself and gave Christianity its decisive character. As inculturation presumes that each culture is capable of bearing the Christian message, so it calls into question the claims to this special “overarching” culture. To do so, even in the context of world Christianity, is to deny the faith.


    Inculturation, Benedict concludes, is not biblical. The very notion of inculturation, as it builds on an improper assumption of the commonality of cultures, feeds the charge of cultural relativism. This “dogma of relativism” is responsible for misconstruing the “Christian universalism concretely carried out in mission.” Mission ceases to be viewed as “the dutiful passing on of a good, namely, truth and love intended for everyone,” becoming instead “the arrogant presumption of a culture which thinks itself superior to the others and so would deprive them of what is good and proper to them.”92 Benedict objects not to the characterization of the church as a culture but to how the theory of inculturation rejects the necessity of this cultural form and deems its replication improper.93


    Whether and in what way “culture” might be a category applied to the church needs to be examined. That such a connection is made and invested with such significant theological weight owes much to a particular conception of the church’s apostolicity, its historical continuity and the related notion of witness. Culture is proposed as a necessary basis to the church’s mission because of the aforementioned ordering of the cultivation of the faith above its communication and the related cordoning of mission from the ecclesial center. Emphasizing the cultivation of the faith to the marginalization of mission privileges culture as the mode of the church’s continuity through time and thus privileges established structures and artifacts deemed basic to this culture. This explains the curious inconsistency whereby Benedict validates European culture while refusing to acknowledge the structures of the church as themselves derivative of the Western experience.


    To claim apostolicity is to validate a particular lived expression of the gospel. Though this is not of itself a problem, it becomes problematic when that particular expression assumes a certain priority and so becomes the standard against which other expressions appear derivative and secondary. Such a caution neither denies that the community is itself the primary missionary form, nor mandates an unlimited freedom in relation to structures, nor ensures an extreme form of cultural relativism in relation to theological affirmations. It affirms that “apostolicity” is the proper place to find governing theological controls.


    Nor does this discussion contrast established Catholic structure to Protestant flexibility; the priority of the cultivation of faith over its communication, identified here as the problem of apostolicity, is basic to both traditions. Setting apostolicity under the horizon of schism, in other words, obscures the determinative significance of cultural continuity for the church’s apostolicity.


    
Excursus: George Lindbeck and the Mission of a People


    For a similar Protestant example, one can refer to the work of Lutheran theologian George Lindbeck. In a text simply titled “The Church,” Lindbeck finds in a “people of God” ecclesiology the means for advancing the ecumenical discussion.94 Describing the church thusly makes the narrative of the Christian story prior to any secondary formulations; “church” refers to “concrete groups of people” and “not to something transempirical” (183). This helps explain the unity of the early church, for, if its diversity were examined in a more systematic fashion, it would “fragment into distinct and perhaps incompatible ecclesiologies” (186). Reference to the “identity and mission of the messianic pilgrim people of God” provides a model for dealing with such fragmentation, including the “intractable” questions of “the institutionalization of church order” (191).


    Drawing on the language of “continuity,” Lindbeck demonstrates how the “encoded historical data vary, and so do the descriptive results, but the identifying code is the same and therefore also the identified people” (192). He identifies four different aspects of the “referential force of this narrative code”: first, it is God’s act of election and not of human faithfulness; second, these elect communities have “objective marks” such as the sacraments; third, election is communal; fourth, “the primary mission of this chosen people is to witness to God” (193). Mission becomes conceived as something that occurs “above all by the character of its communal life” (194). As such, while the church needs a diversity of peoples, the addition of people may threaten its witness. This produces a particular mission method. The churches should “follow the practice that prevailed in the first centuries of prolonged catechesis. The primary Christian mission, in short, is not to save souls but to be a faithfully witnessing people” (195). Thus, “once the traditional understanding of mission as the saving of souls is abandoned, the task of witnessing tends to become indistinguishable from that socially responsible righteousness, that commitment to peace, justice and freedom, to which all human beings are called” (194). But because the act of witness rests in this communal life, “Christians are responsible first of all for their own communities, not for the wider society” (195). As now the form of “missionary witness to the world,” the churches are to display a mutual concern for each other’s worship, faith, fellowship and action (195).


    Having removed the occasion of external movement as necessary to the church’s mission, that is, as basic to its description as a people, Lindbeck seeks to balance “functionalist” Protestant and “structuralist” Catholic approaches. Or, with cultivation the assumed point of agreement, the Protestant/Catholic schism emerges as definitive for a positive concept of apostolicity. First, the witness of especially the Old Testament permits the change in leadership structures to meet new circumstances (195). Second, the very continuity of Israel demonstrates that structures are not a matter of “simple adiaphoron.” This caution derives from the nature of the church’s communal witness. “Long-surviving institutions, like long-surviving species, can incorporate in their genetic code a wealth of evolutionary wisdom unmatchable by conscious calculation. Or . . . the symbolic weight acquired by durable structures can be incomparably more powerful (for good as well as ill) than anything devised de novo to fit contemporary needs” (196). Third, as it is God who orders the common life of his people, these structures “have his authorization and are not to be lightly discarded” (197). Note here how the reduction of mission to the community itself permits a total neglect of the question of culture even while the issue of the church’s historical structures takes on greater significance.


    Building on these axiomatic observations, Lindbeck addresses the historic episcopate. He notes how “under the pressure of historical evidence, providentially guided development has now generally replaced dominical or apostolic institution” (198). However, even while the traditional justifications fail, the episcopacy remains the proper order because this was “the most successful institutional expression and support in Christian history of that mutual responsibility which we have seen to be at the heart of the church’s mission” (198). The establishment of this culture, this “institutionalization of mutual accountability,” explains the missionary advances of the early churches (199). Grounded in this pragmatic rationale, the historic episcopacy becomes the “only ministry that exists to promote the unity and mutual responsibility of the world wide church” (200). Though Lindbeck’s clear intention is for ecumenical unity, it does not seem accidental that such unity is made easier through a retraction of missionary witness into a community with a concentration on its own purity of form. Once the entire issue of the church’s engagement with culture is deemed unessential to the church’s missionary witness, unity becomes a matter of reestablishing historic structures. Christian witness rests in the continuity of its structures quite simply because these structures objectively identify the people of God in the movement of history. The structures are part of the narrative, and so the culture of this people, and are necessary to the cultivation in the faith deemed constitutive of Christian witness and beside which an external witness becomes secondary.


    
1.4 The Limits of Schism as the Determinative Problem


    Formulating the main problem of apostolicity in terms of a contest between the cultivation and the proclamation of the faith fails to follow the traditional diagnosis. Although surveys of the concept admit to a variety of usage, the ecumenical discussion of apostolicity undergoes a swift narrowing because of its framing by the Protestant/Catholic contest.95 Johannes von Lüpke illustrates the basic ecumenical concern using the language of “subsists.” According to Lumen Gentium §8, “the church of Jesus Christ is realized (‘subsists’) in the visible Catholic Church led by the Pope and the bishops.”96 The churches of the Reformation, by comparison, drawing on Luther’s own language, hold that “the word of God is the living ground of the church. It ‘subsists’ in the Word.”97 Defined in this way, apostolicity concerns the extent to which visible institutions might identify the church, and specifically the extent to which episcopal order is not simply a “sign” of but “guarantees” the church’s historical continuity.98 With the Catholic position, the form, because it is the creation of the Spirit, identifies the church. With the Protestant position, apart from the “true preaching of the word and the right administration of the sacraments,” form does not of itself identify the church. Apostolic continuity rests in the canon.99


    Schism determines the ecumenical treatment of apostolicity. But the very clarity of the above division distorts the issue. Specifically, it submerges lines of agreement concerning the priority of cultivation over that of communication. As counterintuitive as this claim may first appear, it is based on the recognition of a “missionary imperialism” that applied to Protestant and Catholic communions alike. The either-or binary signaled by the ecumenical discussion ignores the actual problems encountered in the processes of missionary transmission. Moreover, the proposed solution to the ecumenical problem, one that describes apostolicity first in cultural terms, finds agreement across the ecumenical spectrum, being generally accepted by both episcopal and non-episcopal traditions.


    One potential reason for neglect of the cultural element of apostolicity rests in treating the Reformation as a flat theological problem, not as itself an event of cultural appropriation.100 For Herbert Neve, by way of example, the type of religio-cultural unity that persisted through the period of the Reformation permitted the schism to “be debated strictly in terms of theology, and church institutions could claim authenticity on that basis. The social and cultural influences on the development of the institutions [were] not yet sufficiently admitted.”101 The problem of structure, given the claims for divine origins, was presented as detached from cultural considerations. When it came to the rediscovery of ecumenical unity, this assumption had methodological consequences: “if the theologians worked hard enough with their traditional methods, the understanding of the church’s unity would emerge.”102 Combined with the “inability of churches at the international level to consider other ecclesiologies than those developed in the West as being valid,” this methodology permitted the “economic, political and social assumptions of the Western World [to] lie hidden (or even denied) in the background of the various ecclesiologies under consideration.”103 Neve links, in other words, the contemporary ecumenical treatment of unity and its inability to recognize the cultural form of otherwise supposedly normative ecclesiologies to the Reformation discussion that posits the problem of structures and their authenticity abstracted from culture. This blindness to the cultural location of ecclesiologies normative within the ecumenical discussion of apostolicity, it is argued here, is a symptom of treating cultivation as basic to apostolicity and in contrast to missionary communication.


    While diversity might be cherished, the Reformation and the issues framing the Protestant/Catholic schism become paradigmatic for all later considerations of structural change, including the processes of the gospel’s appropriation within world Christianity. World Christianity by this measure becomes interpreted as a derivative instance of the Reformation problem. Rather than permitting the actual plurality of Christian expression to inform the nature of unity, such diversity is contrasted with a form of unity perceived to have existed prior to and within the narrow cultural confines of the schism of the Reformation. Treating the problem of apostolicity as first reflective of the Protestant/Catholic schism hinders a positive description of the community that meets the demands of the cross-cultural communication of, and local response to, the gospel for which the establishment of witnessing communities is basic.


    
1.5 Setting Apostolicity in the Context of World Christianity


    A particular contest determines contemporary ecumenical theologies of apostolicity. Apostolicity refers first to cultivation of the faith over its proclamation, a determinative decision supported across the ecumenical divide. Consequences follow, including a hard distinction between a pastoral and an external mission, one which proves unable to accommodate the type of flexibility of form basic to missionary witness across cultural boundaries. The reception of world Christianity with its pluriformity of expression becomes governed by this duality. Rather than being first a positive expression of God’s love for creation and the human response of every tribe, tongue and nation, it intrudes, to a greater or lesser degree, on the church’s historical continuity and witness—its apostolicity. This study offers a constructive redefinition of apostolicity. It rejects the normative assumption of the church’s being a visible and historically continuous society against the cross-cultural transmission and appropriation of the faith. Taking its positive cues from the concrete and living reality of world Christianity, the church as a visible society in the event of cross-cultural transmission is basic to any definition of apostolicity.


    Dominant accounts of apostolicity employ culture as the mode of the church’s historical continuity. The second chapter examines this strong claim by reference to ecumenical treatments expressed within recent bilateral and multilateral documents. It is here evident not only that apostolicity is framed by the Protestant/Catholic schism but that this framing problem with its specific challenges determines the nature of the solution. To avoid the contentious issue of episcopal order, focus falls on the mission of the church as a community. Apostolicity describes first this body. As the life of the community itself witnesses to the kingdom of God, so those elements basic to this life, its cultivation and maintenance, come into focus. The chapter notes the gifts given the church, including that of leadership, allowing the episkopé to reemerge as necessary to, and responsible for, this culture because of its special responsibility for ordering such things as communion and diversity. This approach relativizes questions of structure while giving it wider ecumenical support, but accomplishes this by building on a clear assumption: the church is historically continuous as a culture. Nor is this benign. It includes a particular definition and legitimation of diversity in Christian expression and conceives cross-cultural transmission in terms set by the form of historical continuity that belongs to a culture.


    Much of the ecumenical discussion operates at a formal level, framed by specific theological language and with recourse to the tradition. This tends to submerge the overt cultural rationale basic to the ecumenical proposal. To make the connection explicit, the third chapter turns to the work of Lutheran theologian Robert Jenson, who forges a clear connection between the formal ecumenical problem of apostolicity and the church’s being a culture. This relationship satisfies the range of theological concerns regarding the church’s “visibility” while charting its contingent movement through history. It equally mandates a form of cross-cultural missionary expression: one of cultural contest and replication. Converts enter the church and mature in the faith through a process of enculturation.


    This raises a clear critical point, namely, that apostolicity so conceived mandates a mission method historically termed “colonization.” Though a contentious charge, the fourth chapter examines the wider utility of apostolicity as cultural continuity in discussions concerned with the role of the church in the secular West and the challenge presented by globalization. If apostolicity shapes the church as a culture, and if this is basic to the church’s catholicity, to the processes of identity and community formation sufficient to offset the erosive forces of globalization, then it mandates a form of cross-cultural relationship that relies on the replication of the “catholic” structures and the enculturation of members into this identity. But if this describes the positive theological position, then what is the objection to colonization? To address this question, the chapter introduces the contemporary anthropological discussion concerning the relationship between Western missions and the processes of colonization, along with the reported experience of “non-Western” Christianity. However much missions might have contributed to the problem, non-Western believers tend not to identify Christian imperialism with missionary institutions (voluntary mission societies) or with economic exploitation. Their concern centers on the institutions of the church and the accompanying interpretive measures, such as liturgy, orders of ministry, theological systems, the structures of schism and the associated framing of cultural expectations. To name colonization is not to name the entrance of good news concerning Jesus Christ and him crucified but to name the range of interpretive measures and structures often deemed necessary to the message.


    For a contrary approach, chapter five turns to Johannes Hoekendijk and his subjugation of apostolicity to the apostolate. Beginning with a critical evaluation of the mission methods associated with colonization, Hoekendijk moves backwards to the ecclesiologies of the sending church and to the theological supports that conceive the church in “territorial” terms as an entity defined by its geographical and cultural location. Reference to the apostolate, for Hoekendijk, detaches the church from this territorial conception and replaces a definition of mission based in territory with one based in history. Though a significant advance, none of his critics note the point. For them, to attack the residential ground of the church, as well as its concomitant mission method of propaganda, is to deny the church a body. The problem is a real one: how might the church be conceived as non-­residential while remaining embodied? Only with reference to theoretical developments within world Christianity does Hoekendijk’s critical contribution receive wider support.


    To move beyond this entrenched problem, chapter six turns to “world Christianity” and the form of historical continuity this suggests. Though the formal language of apostolicity is nowhere present, theorists of world Christianity depict the church’s historical continuity in terms of its movement across cultural boundaries. Christian history includes both accession and recession, and the church has been continuous only because of its cross-cultural engagement and its being translated into the history and religious heritage of these people. The present pluriformity of world Christianity mirrors the continuity of the Christian faith through history and is evident in the New Testament witness. In similar manner to Hoekendijk, mission becomes defined first in terms of history. It is the process of conversion and so the turning of all things to Christ. The community’s identity as Christian includes this conversion of the cultural and religious past. When conceived in this context, the binaries otherwise determinative of apostolicity no longer hold. None of this undoes structure, the nature of the church as a body or the significance of maturity in the faith and the institutions ­supportive of such, but it ties such to the processes of the faith’s appropriation, to conversion. The cross-cultural transmission and local appropriation of the gospel must result in structural expression because such is basic to the embodiment of the faith. This demonstrates the vital significance of structures, institutions, order, liturgy, hymnology and historical continuity—all the elements constitutive of apostolicity. It does, however, preclude conceiving Christianity in terms of a singular historical course and so the church in terms of a singular cultural form.


    To extend these findings, the study concludes with an examination of the New Testament witness. Though this study presents a complex picture of the nature and work of an apostle, reading the interests of schism into the text exacerbates the difficulties. These interests direct the discussion away from the unity existent in the New Testament witness while limiting the investigation to institutional concerns. This interpolation submerges the role of the apostle in grounding communities with different cultural heritage and character. As to the unity of the New Testament description of the apostle, this is clear: the ground, calling and function of the apostle is Jesus Christ and him crucified. This controls all that follows. Whatever differences in the Pauline and Lukan image of the apostle, their shared christological ground sets conditions for the visibility of the apostolic ministry, for the possibility and form of the gospel’s movement across cultural boundaries, for the nature of the appropriation of the gospel within these settings and so for a definition of mission as first a movement in relation to the history of a people. The movement from the apostle to apostolicity lies in this same ground. The identity of the church lies not in itself but beyond it in Jesus Christ, and the church participates in this history only in the power of the Spirit. The New Testament, in other words, reflects more the insights derived from world Christianity than the expectations of schism.
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