John Courtney Murray

Freedom,
Authority,
Community

The inevitable tension between freedom and authority

can become creative in a context of community

Some people today speak of a “crisis of
authority” in the Church; others speak
of a “crisis of freedom.” For my own
part, 1 should prefer to speak of a
“crisis of community.” The reasons for
this description of the situation will ap-
pear, I hope, in what follows.

Vatican Council 1T did not create the
crisis: its roots are deep in the past. But
the Council brought the crisis into the
open. In the first place, the Declaration
on Religious Freedom (Dignitatis
Humanae) said, in effect, that in politi-
cal society the human person is to live
his relation with God, or even with his
private idol, in freedom—within a zone
of freedom juridically guaranteed
against invasion by any form of
coercion. This proposition, the Coun-
cil added, is the product of a biblical
insight, though centuries of secular and
religious experience were needed in
order to bring it to explicit concep-
tualization.

In the second place, the Constitution
on the Church in the Modern World
(Gaudium et Spes) affirmed, in efect,
that the relation of the Church to the
world and of the world to the Church is
to be lived in freedom. Freedom, Paul
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VI said in his momentous address to
statesmen on Dec. 8, 1965, is all that
the Church asks of the political world
—freedom for its apostolic ministry,
freedom for the Christian life, freedom
for spiritual and peaceful entrance into
the political world, there to make moral
judgments when political affairs raise
moral issues. In turn, the constitution
generously acknowledged that the
world too has its rightful freedom to
live its own life—or rather, its many
lives: political, economic, social, cul-
tural, scientific—in accordance with
autonomous dynamisms and structures.
These respective claims of freedom, the
Council implied, are likewise rooted in
a biblical insight—that the Church is of
God, and so too, though in a different
wav, is the world.

aving laid down these propo-
siticns bearing on freedom, the Council
inevitably raised the next question,
concerning freedom in the Church. Is
not the Christian life within the Chris-
tian community to be lived in freedom?

Even the essential Christian experience
of obedience to the authority of the
Church—is it not somehow to be an
experience of Christian freedom in the
evangelical sense? This is the question,
not directly touched by the Council,
which now commands serious theolog-
ical consideration in the light of the
doctrine of the Council and of its spirit
—indeed, in the light of the Council
itself as a splendid “event of freedom™
in the ongoing life of the Church.

From a historical point of view, the
need for new reflection on the relation
between authority and freedom in the
Church derives from the fact that pres-
ently this relation exhibits an imbal-
ance. In order to grasp this fact, it will
be sufficient for the moment to go back
only as far as Leo XIII and to consider
three aspects of his thought.

First, there is his retrospective read-
ing of history, visible, for instance, in
the famous “Once upon a time” para-
graph (Fuit aliquando tempus) in Im-
mortale Dei. Once upon a time there
was a Golden Age, the medieval period.
It was the age of Christian unity, of the
alliance of the Two Powers, of the
obedience both of princes and of peo-
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ples to the authority of the Church,
Then came the Reformation. Essen-
tially it was a revolt against the au-
thority of the Church, and in reaction
to it the Church laid heavy. almost ex-
clusive, emphasis on its own authority.
Later, by a sequence that was not only
historical but also logical, there came
the Revolution. It was essentially a re-
volt against the authority of God Him-
self, launched by the revolutionary
slogan: “No one stands above man”
(homini antistare neminem). Again in
polemic reaction, the Church rallied to
the defense of the sovereignty of God,
of the “rights of God,” of the doctrine
that there is no true freedom except
under the law of God.

Both of these reactions were histori-
cally inevitable and doctrinally justifi-
able. The Church fashions its doctrine
under the signs of the times, and the
Reformation and the Revolution were
then the signs of the times. But the doc-
trine formed under them could not but
exhibit a certain hypertrophy of the
principle of authority, and a corre-
sponding atrophy of the principle of
lreedom.

In the second place, there is Leo
XIIT's conception of the political rela-
tionship between ruler and ruled in
civil society. It is a simple vertical rela-
tionship within which the ruled are
merely subjects, whose single duty is
obedience to authority, Only in the most
inchoative fashion does one find in Leo
the notion of the “citizen.,” who is
equipped with political and civil rights
and protected in their exercise. His em-
phasis falls on political authority, which
is invested with a certain majesty as
being from God, and which is to be
exercised in paternal fashion in imita-
tion of the divine sovereignty. In turn,
the submission of the subject is to ex-
hibit a certain filial quality. Moreover,
society itself is to be built, as it were,
trom the top down. The “prince” is the
primary bearer and agent of the social
process. Qualis rex, talis grex. The ruler
is to be the tutor and guardian of
virtue in the body politic; the whole of
the common good is committed to his
charge. The people are simply the ob-
ject of rule. Leo XIII's political doc-
trine was plainly authoritarian. It was
fashioned under the political signs of
the times—the laicist conception of the
state and the Jacobin conception of the
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sovereignty of the people. In that mo-
ment in the history of continental Eu-
rope, Leo could not assume the pa-
tronage of political freedom.

In the third place, there is Leo XIII's
ecclesiology, as summed up, for in-
stance, in the encyclical Satis Cognitum
(1896), in which he says: “We have
faithfully depicted the image and figure
(imaginem atque formam) of the
Church as divinely established.” The
encyclical is, in effect, a lengthy, pro-
found, magisterial commentary on the
Vatican I constitution Pastor Aeternus,
which was the splendid sign of the
theological times. The portrait of the
Church that emerges is really a portrait
of the role of the apostolic office, and
in particular the Petrine office, in the
Church. In consequence, the ecclesial
relationship—to call it such, on the
analogy of the political relationship—
is the simple vertical relationship be-
tween ruler and ruled. The function of
the faithful appears simply as obedience
to the doctrinal and jurisdictional au-
thority of the Church.

t was within these perspectives that
the classical doctrine on the relation of
freedom and authority in the Church
was fashioned. Those who hold office
make the decisions, doctrinal and pas-
toral. The faithful in the ranks submit
to the decisions and execute the orders.
The concept of obedience is likewise
simple. To obey is to do the will of
the superior: that is the essence of
obedience. And the perfection of obe-
dience is to make the will of the su-
perior one’s own will. In both instances
the motive is the vision of God in the
superior, who is the mediator of the
divine will and the agent of divine
providence in regard of his subjects, in
such wise that union with his will means
union with the will of God. The further
motive, to be adduced when obedience
means self-sacrifice, is the vision of
Christ, who made Himself obedient
even unto death.

The trouble is that this classical con-
cept of the ecclesial relationship is to-
day experienced as being true indeed,
but not the whole truth—as being good
indeed, but not good enough to meet
the needs of the moment. The signs of

the times are new. The age of anti-
Reform polemic has gone over into the
age of ecumenism. The will of the
Church to break with the world of the
Revolution has given way to a new will
to effect that “compenetration” between
the Church of today and the world of
today of which Gaudium et Spes has
spoken. The perspectives in which his-
tory is now viewed open out not from
a supposed Golden Age in the past
(whose luster is now seen to be dulled
with the tarnish of much immaturity),
but from the present moment. They
are set not by nostalgia for the past,
visible even in Leo XIII's Satis
Cognitum, but by the solid doctrine of
the eschatological character of the
Christian existence, which requires it to
look resolutely to the future—to the
coming-to-be of the Kingdom.

New signs of the times have become
visible and were fully recognized at
Vatican Council 11. The first is man’s
growing consciousness of his dignity as
a person, which requires that he act on
his own responsibility and therefore in
freedom. The second is man's grow-
ing consciousness of community, of
that being with the others and for the
others which is revealed, for instance,
in the phenomenon of “socialization”™
in the sense of Mater et Magistra. The
Church in Council assembled clearly
assumed the patronage—though in no
patronizing sense—of these two related
ongoing movements in the growth of
human consciousness. The Council
further undertook the renewal and re-
form of Christian doctrine and life in
the light of these new signs of the times.
In particular, the times demand a re-
consideration of the classical concept of
the ecclesial relationship—a new de-
velopment, doctrinal and practical, in
the relations between authority and
freedom in the Church.

The difficulty with the classical con-
ception, as experienced at the moment,
is clear enough. It is sometimes stated
by saying that obedience is a bar to the
self-fulfillment of the individual. The
statement may conceal a fallacy—an
individualistic concept of self-fulfill-
ment, and a failure to realize that self-
fulfillment is not simply an affair of
freedom but also an affair of com-
munity. Briefly, self-fulfillment is the
achievement of freedom for com-
munion with the others. Therefore it is
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also somehow an affair of obedience to
authority; for in every kind of com-
munity there is always some kind of
authority.

The fallacy aside, it must be said
that the contemporary difficulty with
the classical conception is rooted in a
truth—in an experience of the truth
that the signs of the times reveal. What
is really being said is that sheer submis-
sion to the will of the superior and mere
execution of his orders do not satisfy
the exigencies of the dignity of the per-
son. They do not call into play the free-
dom of the person at its deepest point,
where freedom appears as love. Still less
do they exhaust the reponsibilities of the
person, which are to participate fully in
community and to contribute actively
to community. Thus stated, the con-
temporary difficulty is seen to be en-
tirely valid. 1t is not to be solved by
methods of repression. Nor will it yield
to mere reiteration of the principle of
authority: that authority is to be obeyed
simply because it is authority.

There is need, therefore, to view the
issue of freedom and authority in the
new perspectives created by the signs
of the times—that is, to view the issue
within the context of community, which
is the milieu wherein the dignity of the
person is realized. Community is the
context both of command and of obedi-
ence. Community is also the finality
both of command and obedience.
Authority is indeed from God, but
it is exercised in community over
human persons. The freedom of the
human person is also from God, and
it is to be used in community for the
benefit of the others. Moreover, since
both authority and freedom stand in the
service of the community, they must be
related not only vertically but also
horizontally, as we shall see.

It may be well to remark here that
there is no univocal definition of the
ruler-ruled relationship, because there
is no univocal definition of community.
This latter term is analogous. The reali-
ties it designates—the family, political
society, voluntary associations, the
Church—are somewhat the same and
entirely different, one from another. In
the case of the Church, which is at once
a family and a society and a form of
voluntary association, the essential
thing is to attend to the maior dis-
similitudo. Within the uniqueness of the
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Church as a community, the uniqueness
of the relation of Christian freedom to
ecclesiastical authority comes to view.
Happily, Vatican Council II, which
raised the issue of freedom and au-
thority in the Church, also created the
perspectives within which its resolution
becomes newly possible. Four aspects
of conciliar ecclesiology are pertinent
here.

n the first place, the Constitution on
the Church (Lumen Gentium) presents
the Church in the first instance as the
People of God. The first characteristic
of the People is that it “has for its con-
dition the dignity and the freedom of
the children of God, in whose hearts
the Holy Spirit dwells as in a temple”
(§9). The basic condition of the Peo-
ple is therefore one of equality in dig-
nity and freedom, established by the
common possession of the Spirit. A
consequent characteristic of the People
is its charismatic quality as a prophetic,
royal and priestly People. The Spirit
“distributes special graces among the
faithful of every rank, and by these gifts
he makes them able and ready to under-
take the various tasks and offices use-
ful for the renewal and upbuilding of
the Church, according to the Apostle:
‘To each is given the manifestation of
the Spirit for the common good’ (1
Cor. 12:7)." In particular, as the Con-
stitution on Divine Revelation (Dei
Verbum) says, God through the Spirit
“uninterruptibly converses with the
Bride of his beloved Son,” and the
Spirit continually “leads unto all truth
those who believe and makes the word
of Christ dwell abundantly in them”
(§8). The dignity of the People and its
common endowment of Christian free-
dom importantly consists in the charis-
matic quality of its members.

In the second place, the Council
presents the Church as a communion
(koinonia). Its infinite inner form is
the Holy Spirit Himself, the subsistent
love of Father and Son, therefore the
gift of Father and Son, who is the
presence of God in the midst of His
People. In consequence, the Church
is in the first instance an interpersonal
community, whose members are united
in love of the Father through Christ and

in the Spirit, and also united with one
another by the Spirit of Christ, through
whom they have access not only to the
Father but to one another. The conse-
quence here is one of immense impor-
tance, namely, that as an interpersonal
community the Church is an end in it-
self, an ultimate reality, as eschatologi-
cal reality in a temporal realization
thereof. As a communion sui generis,
the Church has for its primary purpose
simply to be a communion. As such it
will endure bevond time, forever, in
what is called the communion of saints.

In the third place, precisely as an in-
terpersonal communion of love, the
Church has a service (diakonia) to per-
form toward all humanity. That is to
say, the divine love that is the form of
the People reaches out through the
People, in witness (martyrion), to draw
all men into the communion of love, so
that they may participate in the re-
sponse of faith and love to the love
whereby the Father loves His own Peo-
ple, purchased by the blood of His Son.
In other words, precisely as an inter-
personal community sui generis, the
Church is also a functional community,
that is, a community with a work to do,
an action to perform—the action of
God in history, which is to “gather into
one the children of God who are scat-
tered abroad™ (John 11:52). More-
over, the work of the community,
which is a work of love, is not extrinsic
to the thematic of the community; it is
woven, as it were, into this thematic as
an essential element of it. That is to say,
the interpersonal community, united in
love, is also united by the missionary
work of love to which it is called by its
very nature.

Regarded as a functional commun-
ity, however, the Church is not an end
in itself but a means to a higher end—
its own growing self-realization and
perfection as an interpersonal com-
munity. There will come a day when
the Messianic function of the Church
will have been finished—the Day of the
Lord, when the gathering of the People
will be complete and the reign of Christ
definitively established: “Then comes
the end, when he delivers the kingdom
to God the Father” (1 Cor. 15:24).

In the fourth place, the Church is not
only a community of faith and love but
also a visible society; it therefore ex-
hibits a structure of authority and a
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juridical order. Moreover, the Church
is an organized society precisely as a
community of faith and love with a
function to perform in history. The
societal aspect of the Church is not
alien or extrinsic to its communal and
functional aspects, but essential to both
of them and inherent in each of them.
That is to say, the organization of the
society is required by the purposes of
the community, both for the sake of its
own unity as an interpersonal com-
munion and also for the sake of its
action in history. The hierarchically
ordered society—its structure of au-
thority and its juridical order—stands
in the service of the community, to as-
sist in perfecting its unity and in per-
forming its function.

The structure of authority in the
Church is unique, as the community it
structures is likewise unique. It is both
doctrinal and jurisdictional—a power
of authoritative teaching and of im-
perative rule. Moreover, the structure
is not merely a matter of political and
sociological necessity, as in the case of
the civil community. This latter is sim-
ply a functional community, which is
therefore organized only in order to
get its work done—its work being what
is called the common good. Here
the maior dissimilitudo appears. The
Church is organized as a society sui
generis in order that it may be what it
is—a community sui generis, an inter-
“personal, eschatological communion of
faith and love and a historical, mis-
sionary community whose work in his-
tory expresses its own inner reality.

These four themes in the ecclesiology
of Vatican II are, of course, entirely
traditional. The order of their arrange-
ment, however, is distinctive; so too is
the weight of emphasis distributed
among them. For Leo XIII, for in-
stance, the Church was both community
and society, indissolubly; so it is pre-
sented in Satis Cognitum. But the
weight of his emphasis falls heavily on
the societal aspect and on the structure
of authority in the Church. It may be
fairly, if rather broadly, said that Leo
XIII comes to the notion of the Church
as community through the notion of the
Church as society. And in his construc-
tion, the functions of Christian freedom
are not readily apparent; they are, in
fact, obscured. Authority seems, as it
were, to stand over the community as
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a power to decide and command, In
contrast, Vatican I comes to the notion
of the Church as society through the
notion of the Church as community.
Authority therefore stands, as it were,
within the community, as a ministry to
be performed in the service of the com-
munity. Within the perspectives created
by this newly accented construction of
traditional doctrine, the ecclesial rela-
tionship can be more adequately under-
stood and therefore stated with a new
nicety of balance. In particular, the
functions of Christian freedom emerge
into new clarity, in themselves and in
their relation to the correspondent func-
tions of authority. The new clarity
radiates from the notion of the Church
as community, now made newly
luminous.

he functions of authority appear
to be three, in hierarchical order. And
each of them is a function of service
to the community.

The first function is unitive. Au-
thority is to be and do what God Him-
self, through Christ and in the Spirit,
is and does. He gathers, unites, estab-
lishes communion. This too is the
primary function of authority. More-
over, God gathers His Church by initi-
ating and sustaining with men the
“dialogue of salvation,” brilliantly de-
scribed by Paul VI in Ecclesiam Suam.
God communicates with His People,
eliciting from them the response of
faith and love. His call to them is an
imperative laid upon them, but it is an
imperative because it is, in the words
of Paul VI, a “demand of love”
(domanda di amore), to which the
response must be free. So, too, authority
performs its unitive function through
dialogue with the charismatic body of
the faithful. The purpose of the ec-
clesiastical dialogue, as of the divine
dialogue, is to build and strengthen the
community: to guide it, under the
guidance of the Spirit, toward the full
truth. About what? About itself, in the
first instance. The dialogue is to deepen
that “self-awareness™ on the part of the
community which was a major theme,
and also a major achievement, of
Vatican II.

Authority therefore elicits from the

charismatic community of Christian
faith the insights of each into the faith,
for the enlightenment of all. (This
function receives new emphasis in the
new charter of the reformed Congrega-
tion on the Doctrine of Faith: it was
also strongly advanced in the discourse
of Paul VI on Oct. 1, 1966, to the In-
ternational Congress on the Theology
of Vatican Council 11, when he spoke
of the reciprocal dependency of the
magistery upon the theologian and of
the theologian upon the magistery.)
Moreover, authority stirs the love of the
charismatic members of the community
for the community, to be shown in
service of the community. Finally, au-
thority solicits the informed concern of
the community for the work of the
community—its relations with the
world, its mission of salvation and its
spiritual mission in the temporal order.
(This function is broadly emphasized
all through the Constitution on the
Church in the Modern World, as well
as in almost all the other conciliar docu-
ments. )

The primacy of this unitive function
of authority, to be discharged through
dialogue, results from the primacy of
the notion of the Church as an inter-
personal community whose conscious
unity is an end in itself. This primary
dialogic function also depends for its
performance on the reality of the Peo-
ple of God as a charismatic body,
whose basic condition is one of equality
in Christian dignity and freedom. It
follows therefore that the unitive func-
tion of authority is to be carried out
under respect for this basic condition.
Lumen Gentium is careful to provide
room in the Church for all manner of
legitimate diversities and pluralisms—
in rites, theologies, spiritualities, aposto-
lates, etc.—which, so far from damag-
ing the unity of the community, con-
stitute an enrichment of it. The princi-
ple of the Declaration on Religious
Freedom—that there should be in so-
ciety as much freedom as possible and
only as much restriction as necessary—
applies analogously in the Church. Only
“in necessary things” is unity itself
necessary.

It may be remarked here that the
modes and manners in which authority
is to perform its unitive function
through dialogue are still problematical
today, in this era of assestamento (ad-
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justment). New structures of communi-
cation need to be created (for instance,
the Synod that will meet in 1967).
Older structures need reformation, as
in the case of the Roman dicasteries.
Experiments are called for that will
vield the necessary experience. The
problem is not simply to conceptualize
in theological terms the relation be-
tween authority and freedom in the
Christian community, as it appears in
new perspectives; this relation must be
lived, in all concreteness and prac-
ticality. Thus the experience of life will
give vitality to the theology.

The second function of authority
may be called decisive or directive. It
hardly needs lengthy description. since
it already is a familiar thing, prominent
perhaps to the point of undue emphasis
in the classical cormception of an older
day. The decisive function is necessary
because the Church is a community of
faith, and it was to the magistery that
the guardianship of the deposit of faith
was committed. The directive function
is needed because the Church is a func-
tional community organized for action
in history, It is to be noted, however,
that the necessity of the function is not
merely a matter of efficiency, to insure
that the work of the Church gets done.
The necessity is grounded in the very
nature of the community. The point is
to insure that the work done is the work
of the Church, which it is when it is
done under direction. The even more
important point is to insure that the
Body acts as one in the action of its
members, singly and collectively.

Thus the decisive and directive func-
tion of authority is in a true sense a
modality of its unitive function. More-
over, the performance of this secondary
function supposes that the primary
function has already been performed;
that the dialogue, whether doctrinal or
pastoral, has been afoot between the
community and its teachers and pastors;
that therefore the decisions and direc-
tives, without ceasing to derive their
force from apostolic authority, are also
the decisions and directives of the com-
munity, whose common good they
serve.

The third function of authority is
corrective or punitive. It is an acci-
dental function, in the sense that it is
necessary only because the People of
God, on its pilgrim way through his-
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tory, is a sinful People. It is also a func-
tion of service to the community, which
needs to be protected against the
egoisms—whether of thought or of ac-
tion—that would destroy its unity or
damage its work. Again, therefore, this
function of correction appears as a
modality of the unitive function of au-
thority. What comes to the fore today
is the need that the corrective or puni-
tive function of authority should be
performed under regard for what is
called, in the common-law tradition,
“due process.” The demand for due
process of law is an exigence of Chris-
tian dignity and freedom. It is to be
satisfied as exactly in the Church as in
civil society (one might indeed say,
more exactly).

hree functions of Christian free-
dom in the Church correspond to the
three functions of ecclesiastical author-
ity. They are likewise functions of ser-
vice to the community.

The primary function may be called,
for the sake of a name, charismatic. It
is the free response of the community
and of all its members to the unitive
function of authority, whose initial act
is the invitation to dialogue (on which
the Council more than once laid em-
phasis). The Spirit is given to the Chris-
tian not only for his own sanctification
and enjoyment, but also for the growth
of the community in conscious self-
awareness and for the fuller deploy-
ment of its action in history. Con-
cretely, the community uses the gift of
the Spirit by sustaining its part in the
dialogue with authority, in that confi-
dence of utterance that reveals—in our
times, as in those of the Acts of the
Apostles—the presence of the Spirit.

This primary function of Christian
freedom corresponds therefore to the
nature of freedom in its most profound
sense—to the nature of freedom as
love, as the capacity for self-communi-
cation, as the spontaneous impulse to
minister and not be ministered to, as
the outgoing will to communion with
the others. “For you were called to
freedom, brethren,” St. Paul proclaims
(Gal. 5:13). Whatever else the call
may imply, it is a call to love:
“. .. through love be servants of one

another” (loc. cir.). The forms of
service within the community are mani-
fold, but the primary service to the
community is to participate in the dia-
logue of salvation that is continually
going on in the community. This par-
ticipation is the first exercise of Chris-
tian freedom. It is also an exercise in
obedience, in the horizontal dimension
that obedience assumes when it is situ-
ated, with authority. within community,
and therefore in dialogic relation to
authority, united to authority in a min-
istry of love toward the community.

The second function of Christian
freedom may be called, again for the
sake of a name, executive. It corre-
sponds to the decisive and directive
functions of authority. It also corre-
sponds to the formal moral notion of
freedom as duty—the freedom where-
by one does what one ought to do.
Here, of course, obedience may occa-
sionally appear as self-sacrifice. The
act of obedience is not, of course, per
se an act of sacrifice: it is simply an act
of Christian freedom. Obedience as-
sumes a sacrificial quality only when
Christian freedom meets the resistance
of what Paul calls “the flesh.” And the
premise of obedience as sacrifice is
always the profound nature of freedom
as love—the love whereby one freely
engages oneself in the paschal mystery.
Hence obedience, as an act of Christian
freedom, even when it is sacrificial—
especially when it is sacrificial—is al-
ways the way to self-fulfiliment. It is
the expression of one’s self-awareness
that one is called to be in the image of
the Son Incarnate, who freely gave His
life for the many and thus “went His
way” to the self-fulfillment that was
His resurrection. Finally, whether
sacrificial or not, the executive func-
tion of Christian freedom, which con-
sists in acceptance of the decisions and
directives of authority, is always per-
formed within the community, in and
for which He works. Therefore this
secondary function of freedom is re-
lated to the primary function, the
charismatic function of love whereby |
contribute in dialogue to the unity of
the communion that is the Church. The
dialogue is not an end in itself; it looks
toward decisions and directives. In their
issuance and acceptance, the community
comes together in a new way.

The third function of Christian free-
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dom may have to go without a name,
unless one calls it self-corrective, in
order to mark its correspondence to the
corrective function of authority. It is
the free act of Christian refusal to “sub-
mit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal.
5:1). More broadly, it is the Christian
rejection of the temptation, inherent in
the psychological notion of freedom as
choice, to “use your freedom as an op-
portunity for the flesh” (Gal. 5:13).
One might call it the “mortifying” act
of Christian freedom; the word may
not be popular today, but the notion is
still Pauline (cf. Rom. 8:13). In any
event, it is the act whereby Christian
freedom stands forth in all its evan-
gelical newness, unique among all the
modalities of freedom that men have
claimed or hoped for or dreamed of.
“It was that we might be free” in this
new way, says St. Paul, “that Christ
has freed us” (Gal. 5:1).

he aim of this brief essay has
been simply to suggest how the rather
fleshless skeleton of the classical con-
ception of the ecclesial relation may be
clothed with flesh and animated with
blood. The skeleton remains; the classi-
cal conception of the vertical relation-
ship of authority and freedom. But it
needs to assume a more Christian and
therefore more human form by stand-
ing forth in the living flesh and blood
that is the Christian community. More
abstractly, the vertical relationship of
command-obedience needs to be com-
pleted by the horizontal relationship of
dialogue between authority and the free
Christian community. The two relation-
ships do not cancel, but reciprocally
support, each other.

This more adequate understanding of
the ecclesial relationship does not in-
deed dissolve the inevitable tension
between freedom and authority. But by
situating this perennial polarity within
the living context of community, it can
serve to make the tension healthy and
creative, releasing the energies radiant
from both poles for their one common
task, which is to build the beloved com-
munity.

[JOHN COURTNEY MURRAY, §. J., edi-
tor of Theological Studies, is the direc-
tor of The John LaFarge Institute.] =
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