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Abstract
The need for reform of the Catholic Church’s structures features prominently in 
discussion of the clerical sexual abuse scandal. Less common has been reflection 
on the challenge that the crisis presents to ecclesiology, to considering the church 
theologically. This article addresses that challenge. It engages three tasks—facing the 
church’s brokenness; understanding the church in terms of grace and human freedom; 
and facilitating the participation of all the church’s members—that are necessary for 
an ecclesiology able to be both realistic and hopeful in the current circumstances.
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Abraham Lincoln believed that “failed policies demand a change in direction.”1 
So committed was Lincoln to this principle that Doris Kearns Goodwin iden-
tifies it as integral to the “transformational leadership” he exercised during the 

American Civil War. Lincoln’s stance, which would hardly be noteworthy if it were 
typical, contrasts with the approach so often prevalent among leaders of every stripe: 
refusals to acknowledge failure, and so to learn from it, litter the annals of manifold 
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human enterprises. The denial of failure can prolong innocent suffering, burden budg-
ets, and undermine truth; for the practitioners of denial, these forms of “collateral 
damage” are preferable to the humiliation likely to accompany policy reversals and the 
confession of unmet goals. The immunity from embarrassment that denial promises is 
illusory, but compelling in the midst of a swirling controversy. Although the personal 
and professional costs of acknowledging failure can indeed be substantial, the willing-
ness to meet them may open a portal to hope and transformation, both of which free 
the future from the futility of pretense. The refusal to admit failure and, a fortiori, all 
efforts to conceal it, foster no such possibilities.

“Change in direction,” the step that must follow the admission of failure if the 
future is to be different from the past, may be no less arduous than its predecessor. 
Effective replacements for flawed strategies do not materialize as if by magic, nor are 
they regularly identical with the first available option, especially if that option is plun-
dered feverishly. Rather, the development of policies and practices that serve the well-
being of communities and individuals requires creativity and imagination, time and 
patience, efforts to build reliable coalitions, and a willingness to grapple with ques-
tions that defy simple answers. Leaders, whether or not they are office-holders, must 
be especially adept at the practice and cultivation of these qualities. When change 
depends on community-wide investment, as is usually so, leaders must be able to lis-
ten and persuade, not impose their plans by dictates that alienate potential support. 
Courage and fortitude are also necessary qualities for visionary leaders, since pursuit 
of a vision can generate conflict with the perceived interests of one’s cohort, and even 
imperil self-interest, narrowly conceived.

Here too, Lincoln’s style of leadership stands out. His quest for national transfor-
mation embodied a range of virtues conducive to piloting positive change through 
adverse conditions. Lincoln valued accomplishments beyond the short-term and the 
expedient. In addition, “empathy, humility, consistency, self-awareness, self-disci-
pline, and generosity of spirit” were hallmarks of his dealings with colleagues, critics, 
and the wider population.2 These qualities may be dispensable when change requires 
a specific, limited action, but are essential when the goal is cultural conversion. For 
Lincoln, the former was so when dismissing an incompetent general, while the latter 
was preeminently true in his canvasing to secure support for emancipation.

“Failed policies” is inadequate shorthand for the criminality, deception, and injustice 
that are the constituents of the clerical sexual abuse scandal that has engulfed the Catholic 
Church in the last two decades. Despite the insufficiency of the description, it is surely 
incontestable that the scandal brings into stark relief the need for “a change in direction.” 
As revelations of priestly corruption and episcopal malfeasance have cascaded from 
country to country, uncovering the manifold losses that survivors have endured, and 
drenching the ecclesial community in sadness and shame, demands for change in the 
church have multiplied, as well as becoming more urgent and adamant.

The case for change is compelling and unifying, especially in light of the fact that the 
sexual abuse scandal has exacerbated other reasons, including the limitations of the 
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church’s ordained leaders in responding to contemporary culture, that have led many 
people to rank the church as little more than “a nuisance, even an irritant,” as Pope 
Francis has recognized.3 There may be unanimity about the need for change, but a pro-
gram for positive change, as well as the means to accomplish it, has not yet reached the 
same degree of agreement across the Catholic community. At least in part, this lack of 
consensus results from the large number of issues where change in the church seems to 
be not merely desirable, but long overdue. From lay participation in ecclesial govern-
ance to practices of formation for ordained ministry, and from the leadership of women 
to the church’s learning from a socially and religiously pluralistic world, Catholics long-
ing for a more transparent and accountable church have multiple options to canvas.

While it is conceivable that the members of the church could resolve that one or 
more of those proposals “has seemed good to the Holy Spirt and to us” (Acts 15:28, 
NRSV throughout), another scenario is equally feasible: the devolution of the ecclesial 
community into competing interest groups, each lobbying for their preferred proposal 
to secure a healthier church. The latter outcome would reproduce the divisions that 
bedeviled the first-century Corinthian community—“‘I belong to Paul,’ or ‘I belong to 
Apollos,’ or ‘I belong to Cephas,’ or ‘I belong to Christ’” (1 Cor 1:12). The rising tide 
of polarization that already threatens the church in various parts of the world would 
then sweep unimpeded across the ecclesial landscape.4

Once again, Lincoln’s dispositions can be helpful in considering how best to pro-
ceed. Lincoln’s option for emancipation as the core of all possible reforms was not a 
random choice, but symbolized his conviction that slavery was an indefensible contra-
diction of America’s founding inspirations: unless all people could be free, nobody 
could be truly free.5 Applied to the church, this need to align principle and action 
implies that a broad and deep appropriation of the church’s identity and mission ought 
to inform decisions about the priority for changes in the church. Ecclesiology, as this 
article will argue, is central to this process.

The Project of Ecclesiology

Ecclesiology, through its engagement with the church’s self-understanding expressed 
in its history, in official teaching, and in theological scholarship, articulates a vision 
for what it might mean to be a community of Christian faith in particular times and 
places. I focus here on the tasks of ecclesiology attuned to a church in crisis, a church 
in need of transformation. The goal here, as later sections will reinforce, is not to offer 
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a recipe for a “perfect” church, but to promote greater faithfulness to all that the 
Christian community claims as its own sources, most especially God’s Holy Spirit.

Ecclesiology, like all forms of theology, draws its impetus from the God who is “the 
liberating freedom of our freedom.”6 This freedom is not injurious to the stability of 
the Christian community, but stimulates the emergence of forms of ecclesial life 
expressive of the creativity that God’s self-communication in history enables. For this 
reason, ecclesiology can illustrate how the church can differ legitimately from the 
“cramped religious life” that results from constrained depictions of God or from a 
failure to appreciate the freedom for change that is God’s gift to the ecclesial commu-
nity.7 True, ecclesiology is not monolithic; its exponents neither employ a single, man-
datory methodology nor possess immunity to the possibility of conscription by 
partisans from one camp or another. Still, a measure of the value, even legitimacy, of 
all ecclesiological reflection is its capacity to amplify the freedom of the church for 
transformation, a freedom connected intimately to God’s creative Spirit.

It is the Holy Spirit who initiates, sustains, and guides the church’s pilgrimage in 
history, the pilgrimage towards the fullness of life in Jesus Christ.8 Ecclesiology devel-
ops the implications of the church’s existence as a pilgrim. One of those implications, 
one whose source is the fact that the church “has the appearance of this world which is 
passing,” is the need for greater integrity and transparency in the church’s life, rather 
than for a self-congratulatory complacency.9 A static church or, worse, one resistant to 
the possibility of transformation, would be in danger of stifling the Spirit, whose ini-
tiatives, importantly, can emerge “from below” rather than only through the channels 
of the church’s formal structures.10

A commitment to transformation, and even more the fact of transformation, will 
minimize the likelihood that the church will be an obstacle to the liberating presence 
of God that it exists to serve. Transformation requires ways of acting that differ from 
those of the past. By being an agent of what the Anglican theologian Paul Avis names 
“reasoned discourse concerning the church,” ecclesiology can affirm, challenge, and 
even be a catalyst for the renewal or reform of particular expressions of the church’s 
life.11 This “big picture” function of ecclesiology is especially important today, when 
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the attention of the Christian community often narrows to concentrate exclusively on 
those aspects of the church that are so obviously broken. An overarching vision for the 
church can illuminate the process of discerning which of the plethora of possible 
reforms sketched above will contribute most fruitfully to the realization of the church’s 
mission.

Ecclesiology assists movement in the church not by acting as warehouse of sugges-
tions for the church’s future, but through its familiarity with the tradition of faith, with 
the church’s history, and with the life of the church in the present moment. These 
resources all bring into relief the paradox that Serene Jones terms the church’s 
“bounded openness”: as the product of God’s initiative through history, the church has 
an enduring identity, but the grounding of this identity in God means that the church is 
not a body with rigid boundaries, but one able to grow.12 As a pilgrim in history, the 
church is unfinished, and even “unfinishable.”13 God’s initiative and human freedom, 
together with the church’s orientation to mission in the world’s ever-changing history 
and cultures, require the church in every time and place to discern the forms of disci-
pleship that best witness to all that the Spirit enables for the Christian community as it 
“constantly moves forward toward the fullness of divine truth.”14 Ecclesiology, with-
out offering a “how-to” guide for the Christian community to follow, supports this 
discernment.

At its best, ecclesiology combines in one commitment two emphases that may 
appear to be mutually contradictory: fidelity to “what was handed on by the apostles,” 
and promotion of creative responses to present-day circumstances.15 The former 
requires constructive interpretation of the tradition of faith; the latter embraces critical 
sympathy for questions that may be unique to a particular moment in the life of the 
Christian community. Importantly for the present experience of the church, each of 
these emphases allows for the recognition that one or more aspects of the church’s life 
may have become obstacles to the efficacy of the church’s mission, and so stand in 
need of reform. Ecclesiological reflection underscores that reforming the church to 
eliminate dysfunction and promote transparency embodies the constructive reception 
of the tradition of faith, rather than its abrogation: “the paradox of an authentic crea-
tive fidelity is that its desire to bring the Gospel up-to-date responds to the desire to 
keep it intact.”16
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To ensure that its considerations of the church’s transformation are other than wish-
ful thinking, ecclesiology—and so this article—must satisfy three interrelated require-
ments. First, it must begin with the reality of the church as it is in history, not with the 
church as a “Platonic fiction” divorced from history.17 Today, this means facing both 
the ravages that the sexual abuse scandal has caused and the barriers to reform in the 
church that exist presently. Second, it must make plain how God’s relationship to the 
church, the relationship without which there would be no church, is reconcilable with 
the complexity and fallibility of its members. A particular corollary of this second 
requirement is that ecclesiology must address how descriptions of the church identify-
ing it as the locus of God’s ongoing presence in history are sustainable in light of exist-
ing scandals. Third, it must situate all proposals for change in relation to the whole 
body of baptized believers—“After all, if [descriptions of the church] are not true of 
anyone in the Church, what can it mean to say they are true of the Church?”18 Authentic 
transformation, in short, requires an appreciation that “the church” is other than an 
object, and particularly that it is never independent of God, history, and its members. 
In its endeavor to illustrate how ecclesiology might serve the project of transforming 
the church, I will be attentive to these three requirements.

“But we had hoped …”

Few phrases in the New Testament ring more plaintively than this declaration of the 
two disciples on the road to Emmaus as they narrated the death of Jesus (Luke 24:21). 
Today’s Catholics, contemplating the present situation of their church, could echo the 
sentiment of those disciples. Catholics had hoped that their church would be a locus 
for good in the world—had hoped that its leaders would lift burdens, not victimize the 
vulnerable. Since the abuse scandal has depicted a very different church, Catholics of 
all ages and backgrounds now question whether continued participation in the church 
is compatible with personal integrity. An affirmative response to that question is not to 
be lightly assumed.

Contemporary Catholics can only envy the revival of hope and evangelical fervor 
that the encounter with the risen Christ produced in the once-distraught disciples 
(Luke 24:32–33). Members of the church can desire such a transformation, while rec-
ognizing that the prospects for it seem remote in the midst of all that blights their com-
munity. This assessment could imply a lack of faith in the power of the risen Christ to 
overcome the “sting” of death in all of its appearances (1 Cor 15:55). After all, is not 
the heart of Christian faith the conviction that “neither death, nor life … nor anything 
else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord” (Rom 8:38–39)? Since the letter to the Romans lacks an asterisk identifying an 
exemption in relation to the present-day sexual abuse scandal, there would seem to be 
no grounds for the diminishment of hope.
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Nonetheless, the hope that does not “disappoint,” the hope that is the product of the 
Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5), differs from a naïve optimism that is unable to confront reality 
or that proceeds as if acknowledgment of death and profession of hope are mutually 
exclusive. Genuine hope, grounded in Christ, is compatible with “obedience to what 
horrifies.”19 This obedience includes the willingness to face the truth of the church’s 
situation in all its grim details, to learn the lessons that must be learnt, and to make the 
changes that may enable the emergence of a more faithful church.20 Hope is consistent 
with accepting that “events which constitute a counter-testimony to Christianity” not 
only arise from within the church itself, but are likely to be no less evident in our 
moment of history than they were in the past.21 If today’s Catholics are to retain hope 
for the future of their church, it will be hope exercised in the midst of what Constance 
Fitzgerald identifies as “the deconstruction of memory” proper to the experience of the 
dark night: “the certainties on which we have built our lives are seriously undermined 
or taken away—not only in prayer, but also in and by life and a profound disorienta-
tion results.”22 In this context, the sole basis for hope is “the power of God over the 
injustice that produces victims.”23

A crisis can be the moment when hope achieves its fullest expression, empowering 
confrontation with the circumstances that assert death to be invincible. Alternatively, 
a crisis can relegate hope to the margins. The latter occurs if an all-devouring focus 
on survival monopolizes the spotlight. An obsession with survival, especially when it 
accompanies a determination to maintain the appearance of “business as usual,” can 
have a deleterious impact on clear thinking, wise decision-making, and, as is evident 
in the cover-up of clerical sexual abuse, on faithful discernment. There was a time 
when bishops could not have known the extent of clerical sexual abuse or understood 
the pathology of it, but if the intent of those bishops who withheld the truth concern-
ing crimes by priests was to ensure a favorable public image for the church and its 
ordained ministry, theirs was an epic miscalculation. By privileging what the 
Australian Royal Commission into the sexual abuse of children named “a preoccupa-
tion with protecting the institution’s ‘good name’ and reputation,” the bishops facili-
tated the opposite effect.24
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Since the abuse scandal erupted in Boston in 2002, bishops have promised rigorous 
accountability and transparency. That new revelations of both clerical abuse and epis-
copal cover-up have consistently followed those promises has vitiated trust in the 
capacity and willingness of the church’s leaders to protect children, to face the truth of 
all that has failed, and to accept the need to admit questions before hastening to 
answers. Two decades of relentless detection of all that was long hidden leaves no 
doubt that the public harvest of episcopal dishonesty has been opprobrium for the 
ordained priesthood and a portrayal of the bishops as merciless apparatchiks who 
defended the church’s financial resources while abandoning children. Accordingly, the 
church’s leaders appear as a group who curated the church’s status while neglecting 
“the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith” (Matt 23:23).

In a globalized and media-saturated world, the impact of the abuse scandal inevita-
bly reaches beyond the confines of the church. Outrage at the fact that priests have 
raped children and bishops have maneuvered to avoid accountability to civil authority 
has rippled across many countries. Public reaction has been strongest when, as is most 
notable in Ireland and Australia, wide-ranging public and judicial inquiries have illu-
minated the extent of clerical crimes and of efforts to suppress their discovery or 
accept accountability. Consequently, the scandal in the church, like incidents extend-
ing from Watergate to Enron, and from the subprime mortgage collapse to rapacious 
pricing by pharmaceutical companies, has furthered the undermining of public trust in 
institutions and their leaders, who have consistently denied the truth until denial 
became unsustainable. The lack of compassion that the church’s authorities have 
shown towards survivors has bolstered the cynicism of those who doubt every social 
endeavor that professes to promote and serve the common good.

The fact that journalists, public inquiries, and criminal trials were the instruments 
for uncovering the breadth and depth of the scandal has even cast doubt on whether the 
church is trustworthy enough to participate in civil society without strict external over-
sight. In a related way, the episcopal cover-up has fueled a perception that the sexual 
abuse of children is a specifically Catholic and clerical problem, rather than a society-
wide affliction that requires a society-wide response. Consequently, the wisdom about 
the worth of each human being, wisdom that the church’s various social agencies, 
drawing on Catholic social teaching, might offer to the task of addressing the problem 
of abuse, is unlikely to find a hearing in an environment where the Catholic “brand” 
has become toxic.

The actions and inactions of bishops have thus damaged the potential for the offi-
cial Catholic voice to contribute to public discourse. While it is impossible to know at 
present whether such damage will be short- or long-term, the voices of bishops, who 
have become over several decades increasingly marginal to debates on policies in 
pluralist democracies, will be less welcome in the public sphere.25 Those bishops who 
remain willing to risk engagement with contentious social issues will 
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be easily dismissed as representative of a disgraced sectional interest. Esteem for the 
self-sacrifice of individual Catholics, and even for identifiably Catholic groups that 
practice the preferential option for those on the underside of economic inequality, is 
unlikely to extend to “the church,” especially when the application of that label is 
coterminous with “the ordained.”

It is difficult, then, to imagine an immediate future free of suspicion towards eccle-
sial authorities. As Pope Francis acknowledges, “no effort to beg pardon and to seek to 
repair the harm done will ever be sufficient.”26 If nothing that the bishops might do 
will quickly procure their rehabilitation in the public mind or rebuild trust within the 
Catholic community, they still bear an obligation to indicate their acceptance of 
responsibility for inadequate oversight of provisions to ensure the safety of those in 
their care, a failure that contradicts the very task that defines episcope. Now, fulfill-
ment of this obligation requires that the church’s office-holders be scrupulous in 
applying measures to guard against potential abusers.27 It requires too that the bishops 
are consistent in providing access to trauma-informed therapy and just forms of com-
pensation for survivors.

The breach in the church’s relationship with the broader society is of great moment 
for the church’s ongoing mission. Even more portentous for the future of that mission, 
as noted earlier in the article, is the degree to which the scandal has led members of the 
church to reject, or at least to doubt, a future in which they could continue to identify 
with the ecclesial community as it is presently ordered.

Even in the midst of the general disgust at clergy abuse and episcopal cover-up, the 
scandal has afflicted Catholics in a unique manner. This is so because it is the leaders 
of their church who have been agents of all the harm that the scandal catalogues. Not 
surprisingly, the most vehement condemnation of what has occurred, no less than the 
most profound sense of shock and betrayal, emanates from within the ecclesial com-
munity.28 These responses need not imply that Catholics were previously innocent 
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about the limitations of bishops and priests, that they viewed them as people of unim-
peachable virtue and as sterling leaders, or that the Catholic community in all of its 
manifestations was dependent on the empowerment and guidance that only the 
ordained could furnish. It is likely, however, that even those Catholics most on guard 
against the merest hint of clerical privilege or paternalism have been shocked by the 
nature and scope of the contemporary scandal.

The clerical sexual abuse scandal constitutes for Catholics an experience of “dislo-
cation,” a notion that Paul Crowley equates with homelessness and loss of certainty.29 
At the heart of this dislocation is anxiety that “the God who was once familiar, because 
God was ‘locatable’ in a religious geography and scientific cosmology is no longer 
easily found.”30 The seemingly endless cycle of revelations, raids and subpoenas, 
inquiries and shocking findings about the rape of minors, reinforces the perception that 
God is no longer identifiable with all that once had laid claim to represent God within 
the church. Different viewpoints within the church may interpret the scandal in con-
trasting ways, but the anguish that it has generated encompasses all members of the 
church.

The alienation from the church that is part of the fallout from the abuse crisis con-
verges with a broader trend of spiritual dislocation that, as religious sociologists and 
cultural commentators observe, has already affected the Catholic Church in the United 
States and other countries. This trend is evident in the proliferation of the “nones,” 
those who profess no religious affiliation, but who may describe themselves as “spir-
itual, but not religious,” or as “believing, but not belonging.”31 The number of people, 
of all ages, who regard traditional religious forms, and even the very notion of “God,” 
as irrelevant to their lives is on a rising trajectory, one that includes those baptized as 
Catholics. Among the causes of this alienation is the conviction that traditional com-
munities are either inimical to spiritual development or do not foster it adequately and 
sensitively. This perception, which may arise especially in relation to sexuality and 
gender, coalesces with the revival of a supposed clash between faith and science, and 
the appeal of religious pluralism over the narrowness and exclusivism apparent at 
times in any one tradition of faith.32

One stark illustration of the fracturing of the once-stable religious landscape is the 
option for “disaffiliation” and “deconversion.” These designations convey not a casual 
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drifting away from religious practice, but the deliberate choice to sever connection to 
a community of faith, sometimes for spiritual practices without community or for 
community without a spiritual grounding.33 Catholics among the disaffiliated and 
deconverted are likely to be, argues Tom Beaudoin, “those with a Catholic heritage, 
however nominal, who cannot find Catholicism central to the everyday project of their 
lives and are in varying degrees of distance from what they take to be normative or 
prescribed Catholicism.”34 When the official representatives of “normative or pre-
scribed Catholicism” are guilty of crimes against children and of demonstrated dishon-
esty, the allure of a connection to the church diminishes accordingly.

The sociological significance of trends in religious belonging is easy to appreciate, 
but the anger, estrangement, and grief of Catholics stemming from the abuse scandal 
must also evoke explicit ecclesiological reflection. This theological reflection, which 
will illuminates the church’s need and capacity for reform, can begin with the truth 
that admits of no legitimate dilution: the parlous state of the Catholic Church has not 
arisen because “an enemy has done this” (Matt 13:28). The crisis that clerical sexual 
abuse and its cover-up have spawned does not result from the machinations of external 
actors who have waged a campaign against the church. The unvarnished truth is that 
the wounds of the church in relation to sexual abuse are the direct and explicit effect 
of destructive forms of behavior by those who are the consecrated representatives of 
the church. The incomprehensible tragedy of this crisis is that the church’s ordained 
ministers and leaders imitated the shepherds who failed to “care for the perishing, or 
seek the wandering, or heal the maimed, or nourish the healthy” (Zech 11:16). 
Compounding the shame of Catholics is the fact that the revelation of abuses required 
the efforts of survivors, journalists, and public authorities, while the church’s leaders 
often obstructed the path to truth. It is scarcely puzzling, then, when Catholics decide 
that they can neither maintain hope in their church nor justify for themselves a contin-
ued connection to it.

A different but no less influential obstacle to the appropriation of hope in the 
church’s capacity for transformation is that the church’s self-understanding expressed 
in doctrinal teaching can transmit contradictory messages about the likelihood of 
reform. Since the church that is the seat of the abuse crisis is also “in Christ like a 
sacrament or as a sign and instrument both of a very closely knit union with God and 
of the unity of the whole human race,” the prospects for broad and deep change can 
evaporate quickly.35 More specifically, how can bishops and priests be part of transfor-
mation for the better when, despite being those who were to “exercise a powerful 
influence for good … by abstaining from all wrongdoing,”36 and to cultivate “those 
qualities which are rightly held in high esteem in human relations,” respectively, they 
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have perpetrated actions that have so severely damaged children and vulnerable 
adults?37

As a result of both the disillusionment that the abuse scandal has generated and the 
breadth and depth of the impediments that reform faces, the future of the church 
appears to be unrelievedly bleak. The church’s future seems likely to be an inexorable, 
and probably ever-accelerating, decline towards becoming “a sort of atavistic remnant 
from the past.”38 This fate, which Karl Rahner envisaged as awaiting the Catholic 
Church in Europe in the 1950s if its leaders continued to retreat from history, would 
hardly represent the richest fulfillment of Jesus’s promise to protect the church against 
“the gates of Hades” (Matt 16:18), as Rahner observed wryly.39 The historical circum-
stances that gave rise to Rahner’s prognostication no longer apply, but the description 
remains apt for what may lie ahead of the church whose ordained leaders have so 
undermined the mission of the church. In these circumstances, what basis is there for 
a constructive reappropriation of ecclesial faith?

Ecclesiology for a Graced and Human Church

The effort to present ecclesial faith favorably must not obscure the fact that faith in the 
church is distinguishable from faith in God. This distinction recognizes that faith 
draws its sustenance not primarily through the church, but from the God of Jesus 
Christ mediated through the Holy Spirit. God transcends the church. Likewise, it is the 
constancy of God’s grace, rather than the actions of authorities in the church, or even 
of the Christian community as a whole, that is the substratum of the faith that the mem-
bers of the church share. Thus, beyond the many historical and cultural reasons for the 
attractiveness of “Jesus: Yes; the Church: No,” theological interpretation of the pro-
cesses of God’s self-revelation seems to lend weight to that stance.

On the other hand, God’s relationship to the church is such that a neat delineation 
between the two, and certainly any sharp separation between them, can fail to present 
fully the dynamics of God’s self-communication in grace. More precisely, a cleavage 
between God and the church can obscure the ways in which the experience of grace is 
an irreducibly human experience. For this reason, theological reflection that seeks to 
offer hope in the present crisis must do more than simply relativize the importance of 
the church.

The principal datum of the Christian understanding of God that illustrates the con-
nection between God and the church as more than casual or accidental is what Rahner 
names “the incarnational tendency” proper to God’s self-communication.40 This ten-
dency is clear when God forms a world of creatures, invites humanity into 
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relationship, initiates covenants with Israel, and attends to the maintenance of those 
covenants through laws and prophets, as well as through various rituals and forms of 
worship. The tendency is paradigmatically apparent when God enters into human his-
tory in Jesus—“as we are, yet without sin” (Heb 4:15). The fact that God’s revelation 
is to human beings implicates the communal dimension of being human, the dimen-
sion that is constitutive of ecclesial faith. As Pope Francis stresses, “faith is not simply 
an individual decision which takes place in the depths of the believer’s heart, nor a 
completely private relationship between the ‘I’ of the believer and the divine ‘Thou,’ 
between an autonomous subject and God. By its very nature, faith is open to the ‘We’ 
of the Church; it always takes place within her communion.”41

The Christian community and its authorities do not govern the movement of the 
Holy Spirit so as to initiate anyone’s encounter with the risen Jesus. Nonetheless, 
insight into that experience, including the recognition that it is indeed Jesus whom one 
has encountered, can never be a private intuition or the application of individual 
genius: “I heard of [Jesus] only through the Church, and not otherwise. Hence I cannot 
be content with a purely private Christianity that would repudiate its origins. 
Attachment to the Church is the price I pay for this historical origin.”42 Since the 
church’s “historical origin” is inseparable from God’s ongoing self-communication in 
Jesus and the Holy Spirit, the role of the church in the process of encountering God in 
history extends beyond the church’s beginnings. The church’s relationship to God is 
theological, not simply historical, so “the things that maintain the Church today in its 
being the Church of God are precisely the same christological and pneumatological 
realities which gave it origin.”43 Consequently, an irreducible aspect of the process by 
which the Holy Spirit accomplishes the mission to “guide you into all truth” (John 
16:13) is the formation of a community of disciples, who are identifiable as “the body 
of Christ” (1 Cor 12:27), the church.

The relationship to the Spirit establishes the sacramental identity of the church, the 
theme that pervades the opening chapter of Lumen Gentium, Vatican II’s constitution 
on the church.44 As Susan Wood expresses it, the church’s sacramentality is the prod-
uct of “an intrinsic relationship between the historical Christ, the sacramental Christ of 
the Eucharist, and the ecclesial Christ. Church, sacrament, and historical person are 
different modes of existence of the same person seen through a theology of a real sym-
bol or an efficacious sacramentality.”45 While God could certainly have acted 
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otherwise, while God may not “need” the church, the specifics of God’s self-revelation 
in human history and the constitution of the human receivers of divine self-communi-
cation indicate that the church is more than—and other than—an option that God 
could now easily discard as an experiment gone unfortunately awry.46

Its theological fruitfulness notwithstanding, an account of the church that focuses 
on its sacramentality may sound like the prelude to asserting either the church’s per-
fection or its unchanging nature, while also drafting God to be the guarantor of those 
features. Even worse, the sacramental approach may seem to oblige the members of 
the church to enshrine the clerical caste on a pedestal because of its intimate connec-
tion to the sacramental worship of the community.

The Australian Royal Commission expressed succinctly the deleterious effects 
endemic to such portrayals of the church and the priesthood: an “idealisation of the 
priesthood, and by extension, the idealisation of the Catholic Church” fostered the 
long-prevailing culture of “deferential obedience” that allowed “poor responses” to 
sexual abuse to go unchallenged.47 The ecclesiocentrism that is the corollary of such 
idealization tends towards a preoccupation with the church’s internal order, as well as 
breeding clericalism, and a general suspicion towards “the world” that eludes the 
church’s control. Taken together, these features are inimical to understanding the 
church’s mission as anything other than increasing its membership. Even more, as 
Pope Francis makes plain, forms of ecclesiocentrism in which officeholders in the 
church “speak more about law than about grace, more about the Church than about 
Christ, more about the Pope than about God’s word,” prepare the ground for estrange-
ment from the Catholic community.48

Here, the two-sided dilemma that ecclesiology must address comes into focus: Is it 
possible to affirm that the church is more than an “optional extra” for God’s engage-
ment with humanity without presenting the church as a timeless reality that is simulta-
neously abstracted from the vicissitudes of history and immune to the effects of the 
sinfulness of those who constitute the ecclesial community? Conversely, is it possible 
to develop an approach to the church that underscores the church’s ongoing need for 
reform without thereby suggesting that the sustaining presence of the Holy Spirit in 
the church is contingent on exemplary human behavior from the community’s mem-
bers, and especially from its ordained ministers?

In these questions is an echo of the challenge that Augustine faced in responding to 
the Donatists. Augustine argued, against the Donatists, that the grace of the sacraments 
was utterly and exclusively the grace of Christ: “when the baptizer is faithless without 
its being known, then the baptized person receives faith from Christ, then he derives 
his origin from Christ, then he is rooted in Christ, then he boasts in Christ as his 
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head.”49 Equally, while insisting that unity with the church was a sure sign of unity 
with Christ, Augustine stressed that authentic unity with Christ required one’s mem-
bership of the church to be more than a matter of external conformity that did not touch 
one’s behavior:

And though they come to the churches, they cannot be numbered among the children of God; 
not to them belongs that Fountain of life. To have baptism is possible even for a bad man; to 
have prophecy is possible even for a bad man . . . To receive the sacrament of the body and 
blood of the Lord is possible even for a bad man: for of such it is said, He that eats and drinks 
unworthily, eats and drinks judgment to himself (1 Cor 11:29). To have the name of Christ is 
possible even for a bad man; i.e. even a bad man can be called a Christian . . . But to have 
charity, and to be a bad man, is not possible.50

Applying Augustine’s approach, mutatis mutandis, to consideration of the church’s 
sacramentality indicates both that this sacramentality is entirely the product of God’s 
grace and that the church’s “charity” can be authentic only when it flows from an 
ongoing conversion to the Holy Spirit. To view the church through the lens of sacra-
mentality affirms the church as the product of God’s perduring grace, while simultane-
ously affirming the need for the church, understood as the whole community of the 
baptized, to align itself, in all of its activities and structures, on grace. For this reason, 
Vatican II’s declaration that the church is “at the same time holy and always in need of 
being purified” is distorted if the two halves of the description are separated.51 
Similarly, each element of the creedal formula that identifies the church as “one, holy, 
catholic, and apostolic” testifies fundamentally to the presence of grace at work in the 
Christian community. In doing so, the formula establishes a never-ending project for 
the church: become what God enables. The abuse scandal has amplified the urgency of 
this project.

No ecclesiology will prevent the mystery of evil from having an impact even within 
the Christian community. What the abuse scandal has made unequivocally clear, how-
ever, is that when ecclesiology maintains a one-dimensional stress on grace at work in 
the church, the eclipse of transparency and the denial of accountability in the church 
are likely to follow. Similarly, concentration on the uniqueness of grace at work 
through the church’s ordained ministry separates the members of that group from the 
rest of the baptized. By doing so, it facilitates a failure to privilege the uniqueness of 
every person, who likewise exists because of grace.

Contemporary ecclesiology, both Protestant and Catholic, has reacted against 
“timeless” and “context-free” presentations of the church that imply the existence of a 
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“blueprint” for the church that Jesus drafted, the irrelevance of history to the church, 
or the seamless triumph of grace in the Christian community.52 Without prejudicing 
the connection between the mystery of God and the church, the current trend in ecclesi-
ology highlights the fact that “the embodiments of Christ’s presence take different 
socio-cultural forms and communal practices, and do not exist merely in abstract 
space.”53 This perspective reclaims the indissoluble link between the church and his-
tory, the link that God’s incarnational tendency, profiled above, makes indispensable 
to the life of faith.

The inflections of today’s ecclesiology resonate with Augustine’s recognition that 
an anti-Donatist focus on the gratuity of grace at work through the church does not 
buffer the church, in any of its expressions, against the possibility that the members of 
the church will fail in the practice of charity. Grace, then, does not ensure that the 
Christian community will be impervious to the values and attitudes of “this present 
age,” even as the community seeks to witness to the Holy Spirit.54 As John O’Brien 
frames it, the fact that all “ecclesial narratives” are products of “their rootedness in or 
association with structures of oppression, exclusion and alienation, inculcated to a 
greater or lesser degree, results in many narratives also containing a form of systemati-
cally distorted communication.”55 This limitation is unavoidable, as the church, and so 
too discourse about the church, is an inescapably human activity. This fact highlights 
the importance of remembering that “what Church is, unfolds in and through the 
drama of salvation mediated in lives of engaged individuals and communities.”56 
Grace certainly prompts faithfulness to the mission at the heart of the church’s self-
understanding, but this faithfulness is inseparable from the need for the conversion of 
all the church’s members.
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Since it is impossible to “failure-proof” the church, ecclesiology must not cease to 
endorse the need for what Rahner names “a critique from within,” one that acknowl-
edges the church’s imperfections and vulnerability to what is not the Gospel.57 While 
this self-critical attitude, the sensitivity to “the wooden beam” in one’s own eye (Luke 
6:39), could appear to be simply assent to the truths of experience, it has a theological 
rationale. As Rahner presents it, self-criticism in the ecclesial community can arise 
from the realization that the church’s self-understanding “is always wider, freer, and 
more exalted than that which is de facto realized in the form which she assumes in 
history, and is in fact wider in scope than that which we have formulated to ourselves 
about her at the level of speculation and theory.”58 The Spirit at work in all the baptized 
can ignite this self-criticism, directing it towards the constant conversion needed at 
every level of the church’s life.

While critiques of the church from within can fall prey to the virulence emblematic 
of “Twitter wars” and other less than edifying aspects of the digital age, they can 
derive from a commitment to the thriving of the church. As Yves Congar noted dec-
ades ago, the harshness of Catholic self-criticism can be the product of “a deep attach-
ment and [a] desire to be able to trust, despite the disappointment of someone who 
loves and who expects a great deal from the church.”59 In the same vein, Walter Kasper 
argues that “true love” for the church “is no dreaming enthusiasm; yet it is also not 
self-righteous or hard-hearted. It is realistic through and through and must stand the 
test in realism, faithful perseverance and constantly new forgiving.”60 In other words, 
the demand for change in the church may represent the reception of grace, not an 
endeavor to expunge grace from the life of the Christian community or to deny any 
connection between the two. The distinction is an important one, especially since the 
church’s official teaching has often privileged the triumph of grace in the Christian 
community, while not making equally explicit the link between grace and the need for 
conversion.

Present-day scholarship promotes a way of proceeding that takes account of the gap 
between what Clare Watkins names the “espoused” and “operant” voices present in all 
talk about the church.61 Empirical studies of local communities, studies that feature 
increasingly in contemporary ecclesiology, showcase the difference between what 
members of the church, at every level, claim they are embodying—espoused—and 
what their actions show them to be embodying—operant. The goal of these studies is 
“a more accurate picture of the actual lived reality of the concrete church in relation to 
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which the explicit theological beliefs apply.”62 In providing this picture, empirical 
studies play a role in the articulation of what Watkins terms an “authentic” ecclesiol-
ogy: “one that is able to speak truthfully about concrete realities and faithfully about 
the historical and present promise of the work of the Spirit, enlivening what we under-
stand to be ‘the body of Christ,’ the church.”63 By illuminating the gap between what 
is professed and what is actually practiced, ecclesiology promotes greater humility, 
transparency, and unity in the church; all of these qualities are ingredients for an 
atmosphere congenial to the transformation of the church.

The People of the Church and the Transformation of the 
Church

The third task identified earlier in this article as required of an ecclesiology supporting 
transformation in the church is that it must situate all proposals for change in relation 
to the whole body of baptized believers, rather than simply one or more subgroups. 
This means that the example of Abraham Lincoln’s commitment to change, his cour-
age, and his willingness to privilege the well-being of others over his comfort, can be 
affirmed as instructive for the church without implying that liberating transformation 
in the ecclesial community will come through a single, great leader, whether it be a 
woman or man, an ordained person or someone holding no institutionalized office. 
The Catholic Church does need practices of leadership that are more creative and 
encouraging, but since the church is a “body,” no individual part of it can accomplish 
what requires the dedication of the whole.

Although opportunities for all parts of the body to serve its well-being and mission 
have not always loomed large in the history of the Catholic Church, Kasper catego-
rizes the church as a “dialogistic sacrament,” a description that gives a mandate for 
something other than unilateralism, no matter what its source.64 The realization of 
Kasper’s description requires the practice of what Watkins terms a “pedagogy of con-
versation,” rather than “the monologues of the academy, or of the magisterium, or of 
practice itself.”65 Expressing the rationale for a “multivoiced” church is a specific way 
in which ecclesiology can support the transformation of the Catholic Church.

Conversation, no less than formal dialogue, requires a willingness both to listen and 
to speak. It is because dialogue is a communal project, not an activity for monads, that 
its participants must perform both functions: “attentive listening to the presence and 
voice of the other, receptivity to this presence and voice, and a response.”66 Since the 
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parties to a dialogue are not restricted to one or other of the two tasks, the outcomes of 
dialogue are unpredictable. Genuine dialogue, therefore, entails the possibility that 
“each person can be taken over by the subject matter transfixed in the movement of the 
dialogue. In the process deeper dimensions of the topic can be revealed and new 
courses of action and mission opened, and the very transfiguration of self, community, 
and God can occur.”67

Nor is dialogue simply a useful activity for building cohesion in a community. A 
church defined by dialogue, both within and without, would be one that depends on the 
Spirit-formed wisdom of every member. Pope Francis’s oft-expressed desire for the 
expansion of synodal practices in the Catholic Church makes clear that the develop-
ment of this feature requires “a mutual listening in which everyone has something to 
learn. The faithful people, the college of bishops, the Bishop of Rome: all listening to 
each other, and all listening to the Holy Spirit, the ‘Spirit of truth’ (John 14:17), in 
order to know what [the Spirit] ‘says to the Churches’ (Rev 2:7).”68 The focus on syno-
dality echoes the renewed interest in the sensus fidei of all the baptized, and in the 
necessity for the sensus fidelium of the whole church to be understood as radically 
other than the passive obedience of one section of the church’s membership to 
another.69 These emphases witness to the conviction that “the church listens to the 
Spirit when all listen to one another.”70

The likelihood that there might be effective horizontal dialogue in the church 
increases if there is a significant practice of a prior form of dialogue: that between God 
and the members of the church, individually and communally. For this reason, Paul 
Murray contends that reflection on the church, like all theology, must begin with lis-
tening to God; this disposition means that “good theology has something of the char-
acter associated with prayer about it.”71 The humility that prayer requires can help to 
establish a space for dialogue, especially for dialogue with the survivors of clerical 
sexual abuse whose stories about the church properly challenge any inclination for its 
members to downplay the gap between espoused and operant ecclesiologies. The 
rejection that survivors of abuse have often endured from officials in the church under-
scores the lessons of the Eucharist, in which the church “acknowledges its incomplete-
ness, fracture and hope for a new time. It can do this precisely because the Eucharist 
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bears witness to and embodies the true and abiding life of the ecclesia, which is Christ 
the Lord in the midst.” These are lessons to be continually appropriated.72

In line with what the Eucharist confirms as the church’s sole treasure, a transformed 
church will be one that accepts that “racial/ethnic, gender, economic, and/or sexual 
bias in proclamation, polity, and other ecclesial practices typically invisibilize the cru-
cified among us. They demonize the poor, and flatly reject confrontation with oppres-
sive powers in ways that align the church with the arbiters of the status quo, all the 
while dangerously attributing such oppressive norms to the realm of God.”73 The dia-
logue with God and the dialogue between members that affirms the truth of such 
insights serve to facilitate the emergence of a church that not only professes God’s 
liberating vision for all people, but “embodies mutuality and justice.”74

As pilgrims, the members of the Christian community must continue to deepen 
their commitment to discernment in order to evaluate whether any specific proposal 
for change or reform in the church accords with the call of the Spirit. As Pope Francis 
describes it, discernment “is not a solipsistic self-analysis or a form of egotistical 
introspection, but an authentic process of leaving ourselves behind in order to approach 
the mystery of God” for the sake of faithfulness to the mission of the church in the 
world.75 Understood in this way, discernment is both demanding and significantly dif-
ferent from maneuvering to ensure one’s preferred result. Taxing it may be, but dis-
cernment is indispensable if “the newness of the Gospel [is to] emerge in another 
light.”76

The damage inflicted on survivors by clerical sexual abuse and its related cover-up 
contradicts, as catastrophically as is imaginable, the hope and joy of the Spirit that the 
church is to represent. As members of the Catholic Church share the anguish over that 
damage, they also share the conviction that there must be change in their church. In 
support of the possibilities for change, ecclesiology affirms the church’s existence as 
a pilgrim in need of conversion, affirms the church’s God-given freedom to change, 
and affirms that the grace of God’s creative Spirit is at work in all of the baptized so 
that change can be the work of the whole people of God.

In these affirmations, and in clarifying the mission of the church in the world, 
ecclesiology seeks a more authentic ecclesial community, one willing not only to 
“rethink our usual way of doing things,” but to be “unsettled by the living and effective 
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word of the risen Lord.”77 No less than the Gospel itself, ecclesiology is exhortatory: 
it invites rather than coerces. As such, it is, as Gerard Mannion argues, “aspirational”: 
“bound-up with trying to build that ideal community of justice and righteousness 
which Christians refer to as the Kingdom of God.”78 Through the hope it thus pro-
motes, and through its invitation to the ecclesial community to recognize anew the 
freedom that the Spirit offers, ecclesiology can be an instrument for the transformation 
of even a scandal-riddled church.79
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