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of doctrinal unity and of church unity in general—has been studied
by a Faith and Order research group on institutionalism or on the
nature of the Church.

The experience of twenty years together in the World Council
has led their theologians to ask: what authority should the World
Council have? What is the place of authority in the church? To
solve these questions Faith and Order made a study of what New
Delhi, when recommending its continuance, called “the conciliar
process in the church of the early centuries.”*! In 1962, Dr. Lukas
Vischer, research secretary, reported: “One of the functions of a
church council is to take decisions. A council which took no decisions
would have to be regarded as fruitless. It is not necessarily a sign of
strength if the World Council brings together opposing views without
taking any decision between them. [This] confronts the World
Council with the question whether it sufficiently realizes the im-
portance of the question of truth.”+2

This recognition of the authoritative nature of any meeting of
churchmen led to doubts concerning the neutrality adopted in the
1950 Toronto Statement about the kind of unity to be sought as the
goal of the movement. At a meeting in Nyborg-Strand in 1958,
Faith and Order issued a formal Interim Report (i.e., between Lund
and Montreal) which stated:

In the Toronto Statement, the positions are taken that the
Council exists to break the deadlock between the churches
but membership does not imply the acceptance of a specific
doctrine concerning the nature of church unity and so no
church is obliged to change its ecclesiology. This paradox will
become pure contradiction; for participation in a council to
break the deadlock at least opens the possibility of changes
in ecclesiologies, for without such changes the deadlock
cannot be broken. We challenge the World Council to find the
right form of Church unity—the unity God demands of His
Church—and we recommend a re-structuring of the Council
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more on a theological than a functional basis as is the case
now.*s

This led to the 1961 New Delhi definition of the unity which the
World Council must seek as its goal—a definition which one Faith
and Order official termed “a break-through in the ecclesiological
sound barrier.”** This definition says that the church must be one
visible body of men here on earth. This is a drastic change from the
Evanston assembly’s stress on the invisible and eschatological nature
of church unity. According to the definition, unity is visible because
it is manifest in unity of doctrine, unity of ministry, unity of liturgy
and unity of apostolic action.*® This is a far cry from the emphasis
laid in 1937 on the value of a variety of traditions in one church as
a reflection of the infinite wisdom of God.

Thus, I believe we can say that through the influence of the
theologians on the Faith and Order Commission, the World Council
of Churches, and the ecumenical movement are closer to the Catholic
idea of doctrinal unity than ever before. Fr. Bernard Leeming, S.J.,
has said: “For long years in Christianity, liberalism and individual-
ism were accepted as almosts axiomatic. Definite progress has been
made.”*® And Fr. Gregory Baum, O.S.A., has written: “Ecumenical
literature reads as if dogmatic liberalism was really a thing of the
past. It is in the direction of orthodoxy that the ecumenical move-
ment influences Protestant Christianity.”*7

However, we cannot close without noting that there are still
strong forces opposed to these conclusions favoring doctrinal unity
which have been reached by Faith and Order research. These forces
so definitely made themselves felt at Montreal that Fr. Baum re-
ported: “Montreal was no step ahead from Lund in the direction of
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44 Quoted by B. Leeming, S.J., “The Meeting at St. Andrews,” America,
September 24, 1960, 712.
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greater orthodoxy.”*® This was due to two groups which sent dele-
gates to a Faith and Order meeting for the first time at Montreal.
First, the representatives of many of the evangelical churches, which
are strongest in their hostility to church authority and in their
allegiance to sola scriptura; secondly, a group of European theolo-
gians of the school of Rudolf Bultmann.

At Montreal these two groups, especially the latter, checked the
momentum of the trend of the past ten years. They spoke of a unity
reconcilable with a diversity of doctrines and of an invisible unity
which is Christ himself. They repeated the Evanston idea that full
unity is an eschatological gift, for, they asserted, to speak of visible
church unity here on earth is to distort the scriptural picture of the
church as the community which is marked by the weaknesses of the
cross and not yet by the triumphs of her risen Lord. They stated
that the criteria by which the true Christian community is distin-
guished are not simply adherence to a creed or submission to an
authority, but the faith, witness and devotion of the community.
Such statements as these prompted Herder Correspondence to
comment: “Whereas the pre-conference study paper faced the neces-
sity of real institutions of the church, the Montreal paper’s emphasis
was more upon spiritual unity.”4?

The recommendation of the Faith and Order 1958 Interim Report
for a restructuring of the Council along theological lines was
ignored at Montreal and acceptance of the New Delhi definition of
unity was not made a condition for membership in the Council, in
order to keep the dialogue open to all positions.5°

At Montreal there was impatience with the theological research
and the attempts to formulate doctrinal agreements on the true
nature of church unity. All this was called irrelevant. Instead of
seeking the objective meaning of Scripture, it was said that Faith
and Order should find the message of Scripture for the modern post-
Christian world.5!

48 Baum, The Commonweal (78), 19, 511,
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Lastly, and most importantly, at Montreal there was a strong
resurgence of the desire to recognize the World Council itself as the
true church. Was not the Holy Spirit working through the Council?
Did not the Council assemblies achieve a true spiritual unity in the
common worship? Did not the Council enable the churches to act
and to witness with a catholicity and a solidarity never known
before? Was it not, therefore, a churchly institution? Such were the
sentiments expressed last summer and it was only through the stiff
opposition of the Orthodox delegates that this ecclesial concept of
the World Council of Churches was kept from enactment as a formal
statement of the Montreal meeting.5?

So I can only conclude by saying that today a fairly large and
growing number of Faith and Order theologians have a clearer idea
and a firmer conviction of the place of doctrinal unity in the church
than ever before; however there are still many other members who
are just as strongly opposed to the idea as they ever were.
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