what it is, she must in no way be confused with
the political community, nor bound to any politi-
cal system. For she is at once a sign and a
safeguard of the transcendence of the human
person."

Notes

1. "Relating Church Moral Teaching to Politics," in
Origins, vol. 15, no. 37, 27 February, 1986, p. 601 ff.

Democracy in the Church?

Robrecht Michiels

(Editor’s note: Robrecht Michiels is Professor of
Theology at Louvain University, Belgium.)

The Church Is Not a Democracy

The church is not a democracy, it is the people
of God and the community of the faithful. Yet, the
question of whether or not the church is a democ-
racy obviously arises from the conciliar concept of
the church as the people of God and from the
communio model of church which has emerged as
its post-conciliar corollary. Some would think (and : .
even fear) that the people of God (laos kou Theou) suggests a church
"of, by, and for" the people, in which the demos share authority
through elected representatives. The concept also suggests a church
which is brought into being as a group or a community through its own
power or by its own initiative, quite separate from the ecclesiastical
hierarchy.

At any rate, fears that the church is a democracy are groundless.
The fact of the matter is that the church is not a democracy. It is
brought into being by the initiative and power of God: it is the belief in
God and in Christ that brings about and holds together the people of
God. And for that reason, the church cannot be a democracy. Yet, it
can also be argued that this statement is only a half-truth. The other
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half is that human rights must always prevail within the church.
Furthermore, it must also be recognized that the church has down
through the centuries appropriated many models of authority, adminis-
tration, and government from the Jewish, Greek, Roman, feudal and
absolutist cultures and civilizations. Why, then, could it not do the
same with a democratic form of government? This, in fact, always sup-
poses a form of leadership.

All modern ecclesiologies opt for the conciliar idea of the people of
God as their basic concept of church because its point of departure and
point of view is as a collective effort to build up a community of faith
which is in service to the world. Therefore, church as the community
of the faithful represents an adequate filling out of, and an appropriate
strategy for, the conciliar ecclesiology of the people of God. This post-
conciliar model precisely succeeds in forging a link between two ways of
speaking about the church: the anthropological, sociological and histori-
cal church as a community of people, and the faithful, biblical and
theological church as a community of believers -- the people of God.
Both models, people of God and the church as communion, have biblical
origins and meanings; and they also present a development and elabora-
tion of traditional theology. Moreover, they include the notions of
participation in, and even co-responsibility for, building up the life and
thought of the church. In this fashion, they situate the church firmly
in the history of humanity and in human society - with all that this
entails, i.e. the recurrent question of church reformation and renewal,
and especially the question of new forms of church government and
leadership, including the decision-making and policy-making process of
councils and synods.

It is the view and judgment of faith and theology that the church
is the continuing history of God in Jesus Christ through their Spirit.
The church, then, never stands on its own, but always in relationship to
God, to Jesus Christ, to their Spirit, to human beings, to the world, to
the search for the meaning of existence, and to the full completion of
humanity and the world. Therefore, the church emerges as human-
historical space, created by God, where belief in God and in Jesus
Christ and in their Spirit can be born and have a platform from which
its activity generates. Accordingly, the church is never an end in it-
self, but has its existence in its service to Jesus in his preaching of
God’s kingdom. It is precisely in its service of faith that the church
serves humanity and the world. We give theological expression to the
"service" character of the church when we say that the church is a
relational reality, or a network of relations.
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In a word, the church is the "home-port of belief." First, it is a
home-port for belief in God, where people can believe and learn to
believe in God and his salvific reign over humanity and the world; it is
also a home-port for belief in Christ, where people can choose and learn
to choose Jesus and his gospel as the way of salvation leading towards
God, where they can be engaged and learn how to be engaged in the
liberating and redemptive work of Jesus Christ; and, finally, it is a
home-port for belief in the Spirit, where the Spirit of God and the risen
Lord is at work and is able to work within creation and human history,
with a view to their salvation and bringing them to their completion.
The church as the home-port of belief means that the concern in and of
the church is not only "believing in God" but also "learning to believe
in him." In this way, the church appears as sign and instrument in the
world of the kingdom of God, which has come in Jesus Christ but still
awaits its fulfillment. This is made manifest in the relationship of the
provisional to the eschatological character of the church.

The Church as the Kingdom of God?

In this fashion, the biblical metaphor of the kingdom of God places
us in the dialectical tension between "not yet" and "already." God’s
kingdom in his salvific reign over humanity in the past, present and
future was the central theme of Jesus’ teaching and praxis. Its two
dimensions are that it has already come in Jesus Christ and that it still
awaits its final fulfillment. Therefore, the kingdom of God is not an
adequate definition of the church. Both are co-existent but never coin-
cide. The church is a manifestation of the kingdom, but at the same
time it is always still waiting for its eschatological completion. For that
reason, there is neither an identification of, nor a dissociation from, the
church as the kingdom of God. There is indeed distinction, but not a
separation. Because of this dialectical tension, the kingdom is always
broader and more universal than the church. It is in time and space but
reaches beyond time and space. Even on earth God’s kingdom is larger
than the church, as it includes all that is done for the liberation of
peoples. The church, therefore, does not have a monopoly on the
kingdom of God.

From this perspective, we can understand better Jurgen Moltmann’s
saying: "The kingdom can be the church but the church is not yet
God’s kingdom." This also throws light on the well-known statement of
Alfred Loisy which he made in 1902: "Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of
God, and what came was the church." While this statement must be
interpreted according to Loisy’s school of "consistent eschatology" --
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having as it does an anti-ecclesiastical tendency -- the relationship
between the kingdom of God and the church still remains the authentic
basis for all constructive criticism of the church. Among theologians,
Leonardo Boff explicitly focuses his ecclesiology on the dialectics of the
kingdom of God, world and church. In the first chapter of his Church:
Charism and Power (London, 1985), he argues that the church cannot be
understood in and of itself because it is fundamentally affected by those
realities that transcend it, namely, the kingdom and the world. He
writes: "World and Kingdom are the two pillars that support the entire
edifice of the Church." Here the kingdom is seen as the primary reality
which gives rise to all others; it is God’s ultimate destiny for the world,
which one day will be completely liberated from imperfection and totally
penetrated by the Divine; it carries salvation to its completion. The
world is the arena for the historical realization of the kingdom. The
kingdom is raised up by God to struggle against the powers of the
anti-kingdom in this world. The church, says Boff, is that part of the
world which, through the power of the Spirit, must be sign (the explicit
symbol) and instrument (mediator) of the kingdom in the world. Finally,
I refer to Christian Duguoc who makes a plea for "provisional
churches," and bases it on this necessary and desirable distinction
between church and kingdom, while concentrating on the eschatological
dimension of Christian faith. In his book Provisional Churches (London,
1986), he makes a positive assessment of the existence of so many
churches. As Christ cannot replace God, a fortiori the church cannot
replace Christ, God, or the kingdom of God; Christian churches are
neither permitted nor capable of assuming these positions.

1"

On the other hand, because of this same dialectic between the '"not
yet" and the "already," the kingdom of God is the compelling imperative
which Jesus imposed on his disciples and on his church. God’s kingdom
is the reality of God’s presence, salvific action, and realized promise
among us and in this world. It is, therefore, also the principle of
action —- not a theory of knowledge -- for Jesus, his disciples, and for
all people. The kingdom of God is an attitude towards life, a praxis
which does justice to God’s will and policy vis-a-vis his creation. Let
me quote here from Anton Houtepen's People of God (London, 1984):
"Jesus presents the kingdom of God as a principle of action and bases
his ethic on it. The people of God should behave in accordance with
the broad outlines of this ethic if they are to be the church of
Christ. ...(the theme of the kingdom of God) describes a way of life in
which God provides the criterion and sets the standard, where he is the
guideline, so that he can come wholly into his own, win his case, imple-
ment his rule. Thus there is no fanatical search for signs of God’s
rapid intervention, no direct identification of nationalist political ideals

— 37 —



with the will of God, no moralistic calculation of obligations and fulfil-
ment of the law. But the kingdom of God is a principle of action, the
starting point for thought and action, through which the person ad-
dressed, and others, begin to look aslant across the way things happen
in society and act differently. How God will ever succeed in pushing
rebellious people so far that they live up to the expectations of the
first day is his secret and will be decided in his way and in his time."

We can conclude from the above that church and world are oriented
to God’s kingdom. The church, in particular, is in the service of this
kingdom. It is its servant, its sign, and its instrument in the world.
In this biblical image of church, which connects the kingdom of God, the
world and the church, and which comes close to the theological notion of
church as "sacrament of divine salvation for the world," it is the serv-
ant character of the church that is completely brought to the fore.

Ecclesia Semper Reformanda ...

The consequences of this vision of the church as the home-port of
belief and as the servant of God’s kingdom should not be underestimat-
ed. Such a vision contains, on the one hand, the reason why believers
should join themselves to the community of the faithful, devoting them-
selves to building up the church, and not abandoning it, because the
church remains always the home-port for belief in God and in Christ.
But, on the other hand, this vision also contains the raison d’etre of
why the question of church reform must constantly be posed within the
church. This question motivated the Protestant reformers to ask: who
ultimately has the final say in the church, who has authority within it ?
This question needs to be raised constantly in the church because the
church does not belong to itself but to God and Jesus Christ and to
their Spirit. That which is not the church’s property, namely, belief in
God, in Christ and in the Spirit, is also its most fundamental character-
istic. And, therefore, the formula of reform itself must be fully realized
in the sense of "Ecclesia semper reformanda, etiam in reformatione sua"
(the church must always be reformed, even in its own efforts to that
end).

In previous decades and in our own, the conciliar ecclesial model of
"the pilgrim people of God" has been poorly received by both church
leaders and its members. To receive here means to appropriate a body
of thought, to accept it into one’s life and faith, and make it one’s very
own. Accordingly, this reception must take place among the church’s
leadership as well as in the broader layers of its population. Both the
church’s leaders and the believing community must be able to assent
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with heart and soul to what should be received as their shared faith.

Participation or sharing of the faithful in the life and thought, in the
building up of the church is the basic idea of conciliar and post-
conciliar ecclesiology. The church is the communio or koinonia of the
faithful: in the New Testament, the church and the faithful are never in
opposition to each other. Therefore, the church must "involve" its
people. It seems to me a certain fear of that involvement has de-
veloped. There is a fear of what is dynamic and concrete in the con-
cept of church as the pilgrim people of God. The concretization of this
model inevitably leads to new forms of ministry, new forms of spirituali-
ty and liturgy, new forms of church leadership and government, such as
pastoral councils, interdiocesan councils, episcopal conferences, national
synods, episcopal synods, in short, to a church in a continuous collegial,
synodal and conciliar situation. It also leads to new ways of doing theol-
ogy and new ways of being church, such as we find manifested in basic
christian communities. The models of the people of God and as a commun-
ion portray the church as event among people. For that reason, the
one and universal church of God and Jesus Christ is always local. It
always happens in a particular place.

All these new forms of church life and thought are the fruit of tak-
ing seriously the concept of the church as the people of God and as a
communion. Through this basic concept, something new has been called
to life in the church, something which will, perhaps, always go beyond
our capabilities, and even our courage. Something has been called into
life which we cannot or perhaps do not wish to bring to full realization
at particular times and in every situation. In the long run, however,
Vatican II's ecclesial concept will have to be implemented since our
society has in fact already evolved from a monarchical and hierarchical
order to a democratic order, and especially since our church cannot but
take baptismal grace seriously, that is, the universal charism or priest-
hood of all believers. In this way, we prepare the church for the
twenty-first century.

The Church: An ecclesiastical Teaching Office,
and the Teaching Authority of Theology and of the Faithful

In our own countries, there is now, in many respects, a reaction
against ecclesiastical religion. This can be explained partly by the fact
that the ecclesiastical teaching office and its leadership sometimes refuse
to impart doctrinal authority to the church’s people and to theologians.
It is my view that church and church life and growth is best seen, both
ideally and really (idealiter et realiter), as a shared mission and respon-
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sibility, carried by all Christian believers together. By this I do not
mean that the church’s people or its theologians should assume the
ecclesiastical teaching office or leadership, only that the church’s people
and its theologians are possessed of teaching authority, because they
are subjects of faith and not merely objects of the same. In fact,
theologians are even possessed of their own, inalienable task within the
church, which is clearly distinguished from the ecclesiastical teaching
office.

Church is in essence communion and fellowship: an affair of all be-
lievers, all participants, a communitarian affair or koinonia. For this
reason, the church as a whole will always have to move within the force
field of the ecclesiastical teaching office exercised by a few, theological
teaching authority likewise exercised by a few, and the teaching author-
ity of the faithful exercised by the majority of the church’s members.

In his address to students and professors in the cathedral of Co-
logne on Saturday, November 15, 1980, Pope John Paul II observed that
theological investigation must be independent and distinguished from the
teaching office, though united to it in common service of the faith and
the people of God. The teaching office and theology are certainly dis-
tinct from one another, and I would personally plead for a salutary
tension between both. By the church’s teaching office, I understand
that authority in the church which fulfills the service of leadership, and
which accordingly supervises the proclamation and the experience of the
gospel, with an eye to the maximal realization of these ends. The teach-
ing office does this without, however, appropriating to itself the whole
office of teaching, so that the church’s leaders threaten to become some
sort of super theologians. By theology, I understand that authority in
the church which, in the context of new situations and traditions and on
the basis of new discoveries and experiences with the gospel, seeks a
renewed and rejuvenating insight into, and formulation of, the faith.
Theology does this without, however, appropriating to itself the service
of church leadership, so that theologians threaten to become a kind of
pope or bishops.

The great ‘culprit’ in today’s church -- certainly in the Western
church -- is linguistic, hermeneutic, exegetical, and historical investiga-
tion, insofar as these vitiate old and impel to new interpretations and
experiences of the faith. No matter how one looks at it, the finest
human and Christian tradition testify to the existence in the church,
indeed in all churches, of two magisteria: the teaching office and theolo-
gy. A salutary tension must exist between both, not a disastrous dis-
pute of competition and competence. Moreover, this tension must go
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hand in hand with mutual understanding and sympathy between church
leaders and theologians, of the kind which prevailed under John XXIII
and during the Council. This tension is necessary for a ‘living’ Chris-
tian and ecclesial tradition, and, for the sake of the church’s real catho-
licity or universality, it must be made possible.

There exist, in addition to theology and teaching office, the different
forms of the teaching authority of the faithful - what E. Schillebeeckx
describes as the ‘teaching authority of all’ - as distinct from the ‘teach-
ing office of only a few'. When one speaks of the teaching authority of
the faithful, one means what was hitherto described as the sensus fidei
or sensus fidelium, (the individual or collective sense of faith or con-
sciousness of faith), and what is now usually described as consensus
fidelium or consensus of faith. Theologians and church leaders both
must listen attentively to the many questions and impulses to answers
which come from the wider community of the faithful and the whole of
society. Then it will become evident that dissensus is almost as wide-
spread as consensus. The capacity of the faithful to interpret and
appreciate on their own has increased enormously.

What does faith, indeed, consist of and how does it come about?
Faith has always consisted of three elements: experience of human and
worldly existence, the interpretation of this existence, and decision or
choice between two possibilities. In this fashion, experience, interpreta-
tion and decision currently determine the believer’s life style. What,
however, distinguishes our present situation is the nature of experience.
In the past, it was directly interpreted in a religious way, on the basis
of something from without, namely, through dogmatic authority and
ecclesiastical power or discipline. Today, this experience is ambiguous
and open to a multiplicity of interpretations --religious and non-reli-
gious. In our time, the religious interpretation comes as a result of
further reflection and decision, and only rarely with the experience it-
self. Once, however, this personal decision for a religious interpretation
of existence has been taken, the believer himself will voice an apprecia-
tion of the doctrinal positions, the codes of personal and social beha-
viour, and the religious rites and symbols enjoined by the Churches.
(See L. Dupre, Spiritual Life in a Secular Age, in Daedalus, Winter 1982,
21-31, p.23 f.)

One holds, therefore and not without some justification, that in our
day a religious and Christian life style is born out of a personal act of
assent, and that on the basis of this internal decision, a particular
doctrine, code of behaviour, and cult are adopted. In the past, howev-
er, it was just the reverse. The adoption and integration of doctrine,
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code of conduct, and cult occurred on the basis of something from
without, whether that be dogmatic authority or ecclesiastical discipline.

Real religious faith and adult belief in the present day (and also in
the future), differ from the past in that they integrate and grow from
within rather than from without. The strength of an adult or mature
faith (just like the strength of an adult or mature love) always has its
roots in the inner life of the human being. Therefore, the matter is not
only "to learn belief" but also "to learn to believe."

We would conclude that the reaction against ecclesiastical religion
lies, to a certain extent, in the course of human emancipatory history,
and that it even coincides with the ecclesiology of Vatican II on the
"pilgrim people of God." More than ever, therefore, the church will
have to emerge as a force field of the ecclesiastical teaching office, the
theological teaching authority, and the teaching authority of the faith-
ful. Church and "being church" can be better compared to being on an
expedition than to participating in a survival course. In the case of the
church, all Christian believers must have their share and must be in-
volved in it. For this reason, I have been pleading here for a
"communitarian church," that is, for a church as shared responsibility.
The model of community seems to me to be the most adequate way to
"fill in" the conciliar theology of the people of God."

A Reflection on the Church’s Participation
in the Government of Hong Kong

Kwok Nai-Wang
translated by Michael Sloboda

(Editor’s note: Kwok Nai Wan is Director of the
Hong Kong Christian Institute.)

Preface

"The church’s participation in politics," is a
brand-new but increasingly important issue for the
churches and Christians of Hong Kong. In recent
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