








205 Episcopacy and. Primacy 
somehow his dignity has been understood as that of a summus 
episcopus. Insisting on the proper distinction between the episcopal 
power as such and that of the Vicar of Christ, perhaps we could find 
some expression for the pope's power over the bishops, which would 
be more specific than "episcopal" (or even "jurisdictional"), which 
would more adequately express the mysterious function of that per-
son in whom the unity of the universal Church becomes historically 
visible and tangible. Such a suggestion does not mean to reduce the 
meaning of the papacy in the Church, to "depapalize" the Church— 
to use the rather unfortunate expression of a modern author—but 
rather to get closer to that theological, incarnational mystery of 
which the pope is the embodiment. The man whom we call Holy 
Father, who is the Vicar of Christ, who had never been called Father, 
and who addresses the bishops as Venerable Brethren, like any 
bishop, speaks to his faithful, all Catholics, as his children. 

Lacking anything better I would prefer to speak of a power 
which is super-jurisdictional and super-episcopal. Theologically, we 
call the pope the Vicar of Christ. Could we look for the essence of 
the papacy not just in a legislative decree of the Lord but also in 
the incarnational nature of the Church? Actually, for the unique 
theological case of the primacy, which consists in some unique per-
sonal relationship to and participation in Christ's life and work, a 
proper theological terminology should be created even beyond the 
episcopal categories. , 

It is an interesting observation that in holy orders the priest-
hood represents the peak of our assimilation into Christ. In virtue 
of the priesthood a man is permitted to use " I" in his name. In 
regard to sacerdotal power (carelessly called simply potestas ordinis), 
the power of the bishop does not seem to be "from an absolute and 
comprehensive point of view" a higher one (p. 29). To put it more 
clearly, the sacerdotal power is something higher in regard to onto-
logical sanctity than the episcopal power; still, the one of higher 
ontological sanctity is subject to that of lower ontological sanctity. 
pope, as Mussolini once said, but it is the presence of Petrus—successor— 
which makes Rome a theological concept which is not to be confused with 
the city's profane past and greatness. 



206 Episcopacy and. Primacy 
And we hear the popes calling themselves servus servorum Dei. I 
feel that this expression is not just an emphatic manifestation of 
Christian humility but rather of truly theological relevance. 

It is an unusual attempt when I suggest that the proper biblical 
type for the dignity which Peter received is St. Joseph. That he is 
the Patron of the Universal Church, I think, is much more than 
just some devotional nicety or even exaggeration. He who has been 
certainly the lowest in ontological sanctity in the Holy Family, in 
comparison to Jesus and Mary, was the real head of this family 
whom Jesus and Mary had to obey according to the will of God. In 
the OT, the youngest son, Joseph, became the ruler of his brethren, 
even of that one to whom the promises were given, who was the first-
born. Nowadays we try to understand better the unique dignity of 
Mary in the context of ecclesiology. If she, then Joseph also must 
be present and functional in Christ's total and full human existence 
which includes also his Mystical Body. If she, then it seems that 
St. Joseph also has an ecclesiological relevance. And in fact there is 
no other office in the Church more like that of St. Joseph in the holy 
family, than is the role of the man whom we call, strangely, "the 
Holy Father." 2 8 

I l l 
In this third part, I wanted to reflect on the interesting ideas of 

Rahner in regard to the size of the dioceses. Using the same material 
in my considerations, I arrive at the opposite conclusion and vote 
for "small, man-size dioceses in which the personal contact and com-
munion of the bishop with his priests is not only a desideratum but 
is also really possible. 

Rahner thinks of a diocese as an autonomous unit in which the 
total life of the Church appears in an original and individual fashion. 

2 5 Those are just the most elementary indications toward a dogmatic 
elaboration of St. Joseph's ecclesiological meaning. If the Son of God really 
wanted to become the Son of Man, studying the basic structure of human 
personal-social structure, we see his importance for Christ's truly human exist-
ence. And if the Church is really the extension of Christ's humanity it is to 
be expected that all the essential personal ingredients of his individual life 
should have some continuation also in his Mystical Body. 
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Such greater units are necessary in order that the diocese may have 
its own seminary, its own theology, liturgy, perhaps even language 
(we must think also about that because of the increasing introduc-
tion of the vernacular). One wonders if such qualifications are not 
more valid for a patriarchate, or at least for an ecclesiastical prov-
ince rather than for a diocese. In our modern way of life, with the 
growth of worldwide intercommunication, disappearance of local 
patriotism, levelling of cultural standards and ways of life between 
regions and even between nations and continents, it seems to me it 
would be precarious to build up the basic structure of the "local 
Church" on such fluctuating and changeable motives. We do not 
like the Roman central bureaucratism on the one hand nor on the 
other do we wish to introduce it into the diocese where it would be 
even more harmful. I t seems to me that Rahner here works with 
ideas, which, although basically correct (I mean the individuality 
of the diocese and the necessity of a pluralism in the Church) in 
their present application are somehow amorphous. 

The individuality of the dioceses, of the local churches—this 
point is not brought out by Rahner—is chiefly eucharistic and is 
not based on regional totality and almost national individuality of 
human social existence. A diocese should not be a nation with its 
own language, culture, folklore and history. It should not be a re-
gional dialect with local customs and colorings either. As we already 
mentioned, the structural principle of the diocese is not the human 
social-regional differentiation of human culture. It is rather meas-
ured by the social, quantitative determination inherent in the dignity 
of the episcopal order. In virtue of that point, I would propose the 
principle that a diocese should not be larger than what could be 
pastorally taken care of by such number of priests as to make a real 
personal contact and communion possible with the bishop. In my 
estimation, if the number of priests is more than 100-200, their per-
sonal contact with the bishop is impossible and the bureaucratic 
style must be introduced. 

In recent pastoral theology, we are very much against mam-
moth parishes developing, especially in large towns. Where the human 
social life grows, the church life seems to remain stationary—not 
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following the basic laws of proper proportions. Actually, it could be 
said that the proper size of a parish is determined by the principal 
function of the priest—the eucharistic sacrifice. There should not be 
more parishioners than could, without strain and the use of artificial 
means, really be present at and participate in the sacrifice. Obviously 
life is elastic and modern life, because of the recent development of 
the media for communication, greatly increases the social radius of 
human function and contact. Nevertheless, experience teaches us that 
going beyond the proper proportion in numbers is a serious danger 
for human life on the Christian and on the profane level as well. 
The organization man is bound to appear and take over. I t is inter-
esting that Rahner, in some other writing, speaks of the diaspora as 
the future form of Christian existence26 and here, it seems to me, 
his imagination works in medieval terms where the bishops, as re-
gional princes, build the Catholic life in a local, homogeneous indi-
viduality. 

I think that his conclusion from the almost dogmatically pro-
posed pluralism does not consider the variance between the human 
social structure and the sacramental structure of the Mystical Body. 
The pluralism of rites, languages, costumes and even of theologies 
is present in the Church because the Church does live a historical 
existence in this dimension of mortality as ecclesia militans, whereas 
the plurality of dioceses creating the harmony and tension between 
episcopacy and primacy implies rather the eschatological presence 
of that perfect communion which is to be achieved and consummated 
in the kingdom of God. 

To conclude, Christ said to Philip: "Have I been with you so 
long and yet you do not know me" (Jn 14, 9) ? Once upon a time 
we thought we had explored all problems of theology and for in-
spiration we had to turn to the past. We did it actually around the 
turn of the century. And the real insight that we got from the great 

2 8 Cf., e.g., his "Prospect for Christianity," in K. Rahner, Free Speech in 
the Church, Sheed & Ward, New York, 1959 and also "The Present Situation 
of Christians: A Theological Interpretation of the Position of Christians in 
the Modern World," in K. Rahner, Christian Commitment, Sheed & Ward, 
New York, 1964. 
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theologians of the past was to face the problems of our own present. 
The greatest source of real theological insight is the present unfolding 
reality of Christian existence. Chalcedon, Trent, Vatican I and II 
are not ends, final statements beyond which we could not go any 
further, but rather steps in the development of the faith-conscious-
ness of the Church. Some pessimists today seem to think that we 
have almost arrived at the end of our Christian possibilities in this 
world. However, Suhard, Rahner, and many other truly foresighted 
Christian thinkers prefer to see the modern age not as a dead end, 
but rather as an opening-up of vast new horizons for progress in 
faith and Christian self-realization. Therefore, we must not be impa-
tient or of little faith because in fact there are so many things still 
unpenetrated theologically, especially in the most modern theological 
discipline which is ecclesiology. 
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