
Incarnating Authority: 
A Critical Account of Authority in 

the Church

Paul Avis 
Angela Berlis  

Nikolaus Knoep�er  
Martin O’Malley (eds.)

utzverlag



utzverlag · München
ta ethika

herausgegeben durch

Prof. Dr. mult. Nikolaus Knoep�er, Universität Jena
und

Prof. Dr. Elke Mack, Universität Erfurt

Band 18

Die Tagung wurde von der Deutschen Forschungsgemeinscha� gefördert.
Die Publikation wurde durch Mittel des Ethikzentrums Jena

und der Neuen �üringischen Gesellscha� ermöglicht.

Umschlagabbildung: wikimedia.org | Duccio di Buoninsegna; Maestà, 
Altarretabel des Sieneser Doms, Rückseite, Altarbekrönung mit  

P�ngstzyklus, Szene: P�ngsten

Bibliogra�sche Information der Deutschen Bibliothek:
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der 
Deutschen Nationalbibliogra�e; detaillierte bibliogra�sche Daten sind 

im Internet über http://dnb.ddb.de abrufbar.

Dieses Werk ist urheberrechtlich geschützt.
Die dadurch begründeten Rechte, insbesondere die der Übersetzung, 
des Nachdrucks, der Entnahme von Abbildungen, der Wiedergabe 
auf photomechanischem oder ähnlichem Wege und der Speicherung 
in Datenverarbeitungsanlagen bleiben – auch bei nur auszugsweiser 

Verwendung – vorbehalten.

Copyright © utzverlag GmbH · 2019
ISBN 978-3-8316-4700-2

Printed in EU
utzverlag GmbH, München

089-277791-00 · www.utzverlag.de



7

Table of Contents

Martin O’Malley 
Preface – Incarnating Authority in the Christian Church 

9

Paul Avis 
�e Conciliar Tradition and the Anglican Communion 

15

Catherine Shelley 
�e Governance Structures of the Church of England and their Basis 

 in Law 
53

Jan Hallebeek 
Synodality and Authority: Canon Law Doctrines and Practices in the 

Tradition of Old Catholicism 
81

Martyn Percy 
Speaking Truth to Power Structures: Integrity, Identity and Ecclesiology 

103

David Chapman 
Methodism and Authority: Connexion, Conference and Corporate 

Oversight in the Methodist Tradition 
123



8

Irina Deretić 
�e Question of Authority in the Eastern Orthodox Church: 

Aspects, Perspectives and Problems 
149

Martin Leiner 
Autorität aus evangelisch-lutherischer Sicht 

169

Jeremy Worthen 
Ecumenical Dialogue and the Question of Authority 

191

Angela Berlis 
Female Clergy and Female Laity Sharing Authority: Considerations 

�om an Old Catholic Perspective 
209

Andrew Pierce 
�e Authority of Dissent 

231

Nikolaus Knoep�er & Martin O’Malley 
Francis and Papal Authority: Now Is the Time for Rahner’s Ecumenical 

�eology 
245

List of Authors 
275



9

Preface – Incarnating Authority in the 
Christian Church

Martin O’Malley

�is volume presents the scholarship of authors who met in September 
2017 at the Friedrich Schiller University in Jena, Germany for a confer-
ence ‘Incarnating Authority – Autorität Gestalten’. �e event marked 
the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s reputed posting of 95 theses 
on the church door in Wittenberg. �e articles of this ensuing collec-
tion examine the unique signi�cance of authority for the church in our 
present time.

Authority is a concept relevant to both theological and political prac-
tice, and its study reveals the deep interdependence of religious, social, 
and political spheres. �e impact of Martin Luther’s theologically-based 
actions upon political realities is well-trodden ground, but not the focus 
here. Rather, Luther’s actions as authority-structuring performance 
is the archetype and example forming the background for critically 
exploring the authority concept. Uniting this volume’s contributions is 
a focus upon authority in the church with a view to potential paths for 
ecumenical action.

In times of relative stability, authoritative structures (political, 
social, and religious) accrue ontological-like properties in the form of 
habituated and institutionalized social practice. �is process has been 
described classically for religious institutions by Weber, and in legal 
institutions by Luhmann and others. �e legal principle stare decisis 
exempli�es this semi-formal substantiating process of institutionalizing 
authoritative practice in common law legal systems. Along similar lines, 
Charles Taylor’s major works have explored the constituting dynamics 
of narrative-in-action. Taylor uses the term ‘social imaginary’ rather 
than ideology or worldview because of the great breadth of elements 
that make up all we include in our complexly-identi�ed social existences.

Once our institutional existences have achieved ontological-like 
solidity, authorities function according to patterns and rationalities 
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that can mask the underlying social nature of such artefacts. But our 
institutions do indeed change and theorists from philosophical, soci-
ological, economic, and psychological �elds continue to explore and 
expand our understanding of socially-constitutive structures and conse-
quent authority roles based upon shared social meaning. Social change 
can be understood according to progressing or degenerating narratives. 
Axel Honneth (2014), on the one hand, uses Hegelian analysis and its 
recognition dynamics to characterize emancipatory movements such as 
campaigns for civil rights, the rights of women, and more. On the other 
hand, structural changes in society and church that disrupt traditional 
practice and understandings can be experienced as threatening, spawn-
ing slippery-slope arguments engendering resistance, reaction, or most 
regrettably for churches, dissociation. �ough Martin Luther King Jr 
prophetically preached of history’s arc bending towards justice, there 
are plenty of examples of history’s arc missing a righteous mark.

�is volume’s contributions consider social and ecclesial structures 
and movements with a view to encouraging momentum towards Chris-
tian reconciliation and unity while preserving our local communities’ 
cherished traditions. �e courageous performance in 1517 Wittenberg is 
a lens that deserves continued attention because Luther’s decidedly the-
ologically-motivated action reveals how, in disruptive times, prophetic 
action can be both authority-destructive and authority-constructive.

�e conference bene�ted from interdisciplinary scholarship while 
focusing on religious and theological re�ection from speci�c reli-
gious traditions: Anglican, Old Catholic, Roman Catholic, Orthodox, 
Lutheran, Methodist, and Reformed. In their present contributions, 
scholars address similarities and di�erences in understanding authority 
within their own ecclesial communities’ respective theological under-
standings and authority performances. �e scholars were asked to focus 
on common ecumenical ideas, principles, strategies, and �gures relevant 
to church and authority. For example, how might a church incorporate 
or actualize forms of authority in a united communion? How might 
this be feasible and theologically justi�able? �e objective was not only 
to theorize about authority abstractly, but to also explore how under-
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standing is achieved performatively. �us, scholars were asked to pro-
pose action-scenarios for ecumenical advances.

�e historical lens of Luther, together with comparative modern-pe-
riod ecclesial/political structuring models provide insight into the 
interdependence of religious and secular spheres. For example, Roman 
Catholic papal and curial practice in the 19th century paralleled the 
rise of late-modern bureaucratic state practices. Centralizing authority 
assumed during this time was perhaps considered natural and indispen-
sable. And centralizing ecclesial oces were institutionalized with the-
ologically-grounded frameworks, practices, and symbols that held sway 
until the Second Vatican Council. Consistent with that council, the 
present papacy of Francis is disrupting many authority artefacts with 
both administrative and public actions (prophetic performance) that 
undermine stabilized expectations, perhaps opening opportunities for 
new authoritative practices. �us, prophetic action, whether historical 
or contemporary, is an important element of authority disruption and 
creation worthy of scholarly attention. As Francis recommended dur-
ing his address to the World Council of Churches in June 2018, ‘Let us 
ask ourselves: What can we do together? If a particular form of service 
is possible, why not plan and carry it out together, and thus start to 
experience a more intense fraternity in the exercise of concrete charity?’ 
Uni�ed action can precede institutional ecclesial union.

Subsidiarity is a concept that, among others like conciliarity, stands 
out as especially relevant to religious and secular authority conceptions. 
Rooted in Christian and European traditions of exercising political, 
legal, and ecclesial authority, subsidiarity can be understood as a con-
ceptual instrument containing long-tested ‘localist’ wisdom. While 
remaining subject to critical scrutiny, subsidiarity as a conceptual instru-
ment can help form discussion and practice of exercising authority. It is 
generally understood in three o�en overlapping ways: 

a) a juridical adjudicating principle of local-law priority; 
b) a moral/aesthetic aspiration to keep things local; 
c) a principle of management to achieve a practical goal of eciency, 

attractiveness, participation, or some other bene�t. 
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Like other authority concepts, subsidiarity retains the meaning that we 
consciously or even unconsciously ascribe to it, but it seems a uniquely 
�tting concept for Christian communities to respect the uniqueness and 
dignity of their local communities while simultaneously understanding 
themselves to be united in an undivided Christian body. Christian faith 
is, a�er all, both local and universal. Faith is deeply personal and is con-
textualized in local church liturgical and administrative practice, even 
as that faith is committed to the universal truth that God created, sanc-
ti�ed, and unites the whole world with himself through Jesus Christ’s 
loving life, death, and resurrection. Understanding itself to be Christ’s 
incarnate body, ecclesial practice must be true to Christianity’s personal, 
communal, and universal aspects.

�e word subsidiarity itself is relatively recent, attaining recogni-
tion in 20th-century papal encyclicals. Nevertheless, the authority-logic 
it represents is far older and is found in the Roman law traditions of 
European common law. �ough not based in speci�cally theological 
principles, Roman law and its common-law traditions were thoroughly 
integrated in Christian Europe for many centuries. Even the Reformers, 
who looked suspiciously on all thing Roman, were quick to recognize 
the advantages of common-law jurisprudence’s local-law priority; this 
priority could protect church practice from secular overreach. Mel-
anchthon saw the value of such protections a�er 1550 when reformed 
traditions had taken root but were threatened by political instabilities. 
He even compared the protective legal codes as analogous to written 
religious scripture. 

�e basic argument is that subsidiarity’s juridical meaning (a) should 
be recognised more vigorously because it re�ects a fundamental Chris-
tian insight. Moralistic/aesthetic (b) and practical (c) considerations are 
�ne, but the juridical meaning emphasizes that local communities have 
a speci�c dignity with legitimate claims to protect long-practised eccle-
sial traditions. �is is much more than a rule-of-thumb ‘keep it local’ 
suggestion. �e wariness of authority is built into the Protestant per-
spective. And Roman Catholics theologians like Rahner also speci�cally 
argue for juridical limitations of potentially colonizing ecclesial author-
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ity, even for such roles as the papal oce. Rahner used a subsidiarity-au-
thority logic to limit papal authority and check paternalistic potential. 

Common contemporary subsidiarity understanding may lack this 
juridical dimension (a), claiming only that the most local competent 
governing agency should have the freedom to exercise their authority. 
�is moralistic notion (b) lacks the righteous vigour of Roman law juris-
prudence, which is providentially well-established in Roman Catholic 
canon law. �us there are resources in the tradition supporting the view 
that keeping things local is a justice requirement that prohibits exter-
nal authority from intruding upon local matters, unless the common 
good demands such intervention. Recognizing historical remnants in 
the tradition is important, but so too are the actions which embody 
(incarnate!) that wisdom, such as Pope Francis’ willingness to recognise 
signi�cant responsibilities and freedoms of local dioceses and regional 
bishops’ conferences.

A key question is whether hierarchical structures of authority are per-
meable to the local responsibilities and freedoms premised by Christian 
faith, so that individual believers as well as the community of the faith-
ful connected by their received faith can be more than merely deferen-
tial sons and daughters to the elders of speci�c churches. Subsidiarity 
provides a framework whereby local churches rightfully maintain their 
local identities and dearly-loved practices, while being uni�ed more 
universally in matters of common faith. �at common faith makes 
our church divisions a kind of heresy – a denial of our union in the 
Incarnate Body of Christ. Yet di�erences on speci�c questions pose sig-
ni�cant obstacles only if the ecumenical goal is perfect agreement on 
all matters of faith, liturgy, and morals. Diversity can be approached 
in a way that does not necessarily endanger broader faith-based unities 
and commitments. Within a subsidiarity framework marked by tolera-
tion, humility, and mutual respect, discourse about di�erences can be 
opportunities of both challenge and growth to hear and respond to the 
life-giving Spirit in the Gospel Word.

Perhaps even academic conferences can be prophetic actions, insofar 
as such actions of common discourse, re�ection, and friendship embody 
the goal of ecumenical union.
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