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Papal Authority and the “Voice of the Faithful”

Notes from Talk on October 10, 2006

Ann Taves, UCSB  

The chief difference between the Roman Catholic Church and other forms of Christianity lies in the distinctive institution of the papacy and distinctive understanding of papal authority.  

The emergence, development, and survival of the Catholic Church as the largest and longest lived transnational organization was dependent on the successful development of papal power & authority in relation to other competing authorities:

· Charismatic/experiential (e.g., the Holy Spirit)
· Scriptural (Bible)
· Temporal (rulers)
· Episcopal/Conciliar (bishops & councils)
· Scientific/ intellectual   

The story of the development of the Catholic Church as a transnational institution is largely a story of struggles between popes, bishops (councils), and rulers.

All institutionalized forms of Christianity have some sort of institutional authority structure that relates to three other basic forms of authority: experiential, scriptural, and intellectual/moral.

· The story of the Church’s struggle to maintain its spiritual, intellectual, and moral vitality is largely rooted in the interplay between institutional (papal and episcopal authority) and movements rooted in experiential, scriptural, and intellectual/moral authority.  

· The hierarchy has sought to keep close control over such movements in order to maintain the unity and uniformity traditionally valued as a mark of the authenticity of Catholicism.

The privileging of unity as a mark of the true Church has sharply limited the voice of the laity in the Catholic Church.  The traditional role of the laity has been to pay, pray, and obey.  While that role has changed some since Vatican II, it hasn’t changed much, because of the way that authority is constituted (and authenticity understood) in the Church.

· In light of the way that authority is constituted in the Catholic Church, I would argue that to have a recognized voice in the Church the Voice of the Faithful needs to establish itself as an approved ecclesial organization or defend its authority to speak (its voice) theologically.  
The most promising lines of theological reflection lie at the intersection of a theology of the laity and person-centered moral theology.

The Development of the Papacy
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Overview of Institutional Development Relative to Secular/Lay Power

1) 1st-5th: Episcopal alliance with the Roman emperor Constantine ( Consolidation of first layer of institutional structures: Episcopal leadership, Ecumenical Councils and Creeds

2) 9th-14th: Papal alliance with Charlemagne ( creation of the Holy Roman Empire (in the Latin West) legitimated by the papacy.  The second layer of transnational institutional structures emerged through conflict between pope and holy roman emperor in the period between the Gregorian Reform and the Great Schism (see p. 3).

3) 14th-19th: The collapse of the Holy Roman Empire and rise of nation states (Germany and Italy were not unified until the 19th century) presented a huge challenge to the transnational aspirations of the papacy.

4) Mid-19th-Present: Transnational structures that disappeared or were significantly weakened in the early modern era were reconstructed and/or reinforced.  

TYPES OF AUTHORITY

What types of authority did followers of Jesus call upon and how did they develop over the first five centuries of Christian history?

· Experiential authority (closely associated with Jesus’ disciples [in canonical New Testament] ( Apostolic authority [see below])

· miracles

· apparitions [post-resurrection appearances]

· visions, voices 

· speaking in tongues, descent of Holy Spirit at Pentecost
· Scriptural authority ( Rule of Faith (late 2nd/early 3rd) ( Creeds (4th)

· Roman/Imperial Authority

· Prestige of Rome (evident in 1st century)

· Illegal religion with intermittent persecution ( house churches

· Legalized under Constantine ( 4th century - public religion with imperial support

· Apostolic ( Episcopal Authority (monarchial episcopate - 2nd century) ( Concept of Apostolic Succession (late 2nd [Irenaeus])

· Councils: first ecumenical council – 325 C.E. (provincial councils earlier)

· Link between authority of Councils, Creeds, and Bishops

· Link between councils and imperial power

· Intellectual Authority (Greek philosophy) ( Greek intellectual culture was central in the debates at Councils and in the formulation of Creeds.  

· Authority / primacy of Bishop of Rome (developing): 

· Roman prestige linked with Apostles Peter & Paul (by mid-2nd C) ( 

· Succession lists and sense of primacy (by late 2nd C [cf. Irenaeus]) ( 

· Rome widely acknowledged as first of the apostolic cities (early 3rd) (
· Stephen, bishop of Rome, applies Matt 16 to his office (mid-3rd) ( 

· Public Christianization of Rome (mid-4th century [Damasus]) ( 

· Leo the Great’s claim to prerogatives of Peter for bishops of Rome was acknowledged by Council Fathers at Chalcedon (451) though scope of this acknowledgment was disputed (5th century).

Rise of Papal Authority relative to Lay Rulers and Episcopal Councils

· Roman / Imperial Authority ( Byzantine Empire in the East & the Carolingian Empire (Charlemagne) / Holy Roman Empire in the West ( Nation States (including the Papal States) 
· Episcopal Authority developed in two (potentially competing) directions:

· Episcopal ( Conciliar Authority (the Bishops convened as a Council)

· Episcopal ( Papal Authority (the Primacy of Rome among the Apostolic Sees based on the alleged primacy of Peter among the apostles)
Overview of Development by Periods

1st-5th Centuries: Roman Empire ( Fall of Rome (410)

· Episcopal authority emerges; Episcopal alliance with Constantine ( Episcopal leadership, ecumenical councils, and development of creeds (e.g. Nicene).

· Pope/Papas = father = bishop.  

· Authority of Bishop of Rome relative to other bishops starts to develop.

6th-9th Centuries: Shift from Constantinople to West

· “Papacy”/Bishop of Rome = local Italian institution.

· Ties between Pope/Patriarch/Bishop of Rome and Emperor in Constantinople weaken and Pope turns to Western rulers

· 754 - Donation of Pepin – establishment of Papal States creates power base

· 800 - Charlemagne, king of Franks, crowned as Holy Roman Emperor.  Papal alliance with Charlemagne ( creates a Holy Roman Empire dependent to some degree on the papacy for its legitimacy.

10th-13th Centuries: Emergence of Papal Monarchy

· Papacy goes from local Italian institution with great pretensions to height of papal power in 12th-13th centuries.  

· Beginning in the 11th century, the pope and emperor were initially allied, then locked in battle over issues of lay investiture (right to “invest” bishops and other clerics) and right to depose kings.  

· Reform efforts were supported by monks (Benedictines and then Cistercians) and later the new mendicant orders (Franciscans and Dominicans). 

· Key transnational structures emerge in the period between the Gregorian Reform (11th C) and the Great Schism (14th).

· Papal ideology and bureaucracy [cardinals as papal electors, papal legates as ecclesiastical diplomats, curia]

· Canon law

· Inquisition

· Latin intellectual/theological culture based in monasteries and new universities

14th-15th Centuries: Great Schism and Rise of Conciliarism

· Avignon Papacy (1309-1377) ( Great Schism (1378-1417)

· Council of Constance (1414-1418) ends Great Schism but in doing so threatens to elevate councils over popes.

16th-19th Century: Rise of Nationalism and National Churches; Nadir of Transnationalism

· In the wake of the Great Schism, the papacy was triangulated between national rulers and church councils.

· Papal negotiation of concordats with rulers led to increasing national control of churches and decreased revenues.

· The papacy was dependent on the Papal States for revenue and in need of secular alliances to protect the Papal States from Italian national aspirations.

19th Century: Loss of Papal States and Rise of Ultramontanism (Looking to Rome)

· Ironically, the papacy’s loss of temporal power led to vast gains in ecclesiastical power, including control over appointment of bishops, ecclesiastical revenues, revitalization & constitution of transnational orders and institutions.

· First Vatican Council (1870) -- Papal infallibility.
· New Code of Canon Law (1917) 
· Second Vatican Council (1962-65) – theoretical balance achieved between papal and episcopal/conciliar power 
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