View metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk brought to you by fCORE

provided by epublications@Marquette

Marquette University
e-Publications@Marquette

Dissertations (2009 -) Dissertations, Theses, and Professional Projects

The Church as Symbolic Mediation: Revelation
Ecclesiology in tf:e Theology of Avery Dulles, SJ.

Abraham B. Fisher
Marquette University

Recommended Citation

Fisher, Abraham B, "The Church as Symbolic Mediation: Revelation Ecclesiology in the Theology of Avery Dulles, S.J." (2013).
Dissertations (2009 -). Paper 258.
http://epublications.marquette.edu/dissertations_mu/255


https://core.ac.uk/display/67759369?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://epublications.marquette.edu
http://epublications.marquette.edu/dissertations_mu
http://epublications.marquette.edu/diss_theses

THE CHURCH AS SYMBOLIC MEDIATION: REVELATION ECCLESIOLOGY IN
THE THEOLOGY OF AVERY DULLES, S. J.

by

Abraham B. Fisher, B.S., M.A.

A Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of the Graduate School,
Marquette University,
in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements for
the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

May 2013



Copyright © 2013 by Abraham B. Fisher

All rights reserved.



ABSTRACT
THE CHURCH AS SYMBOLIC MEDIATION: REVELATION ECCLESIOLOGY IN
THE THEOLOGY OF AVERY DULLES, S. J.

Abraham B. Fisher, B.S., M.A.

Marquette University, 2013

This dissertation examines closely the theology of Avery Dulles, S.J., arguing that
when Dulles’ symbolic-mediation theology of revelation is viewed through the lens of his
sacramental ecclesiology, there emerges an ecclesiology that recognizes and emphasizes
the revelatory nature of the church. This study constructs this “revelation ecclesiology”
by bringing Dulles’ signature theologies of the church and revelation into conversation.

At the intersection of those two theologies stands the reality of symbol — a
defining characteristic for both the theology of the church as a sacramental reality and the
theology of revelation as an event of divine self-communication. The study begins,
therefore, by defining the concept of symbol, and the related foundational concepts of
revelation, church and sacrament, as they function theologically within Dulles’ corpus.

The study then demonstrates the crucial role of symbol in the development of
Dulles’ sacramental ecclesiology, arguing that the unique efficacy of symbol lies at the
heart of the sacramental reality. Because of its sacramental nature, the church
demonstrates the efficacy and modality of symbol, but also possesses an ontological
connection to Christ, the primordial sacrament. The study continues with a demonstration
of Dulles’ conviction that the phenomenon of divine revelation is an event of
communication with a transactional character. Revelation requires both an offer and a
reception in order to realize itself as an accomplished event, however, this reception must
be according to the mode of the receiver and thus requires a mediation. Symbol is the
reality that is uniquely capable of providing this necessary mediation.

Finally, the study concludes that Dulles’ corpus provides evidence that the
sacrament of the church functions as precisely that symbolic mediation which
characterizes the event of revelation. Thus the sacrament of the church is what Dulles
has termed a revelatory symbol, i.e., one which expresses and mediates God’s self-
communication in Christ. A final chapter concludes the study with an exploration of the
implications of the constructed revelation ecclesiology for several significant current
theological issues and questions: the mission of the church, the unity of revelation, the
possibility and necessity of ecclesial reform, ecumenical dialogue, and the question of the
closure of revelation.
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The creative theologian is never content either to ignore others or to
repeat verbatim what they have said. He seeks to sift out what seems valid
and relevant, and to develop, in the light of his own problems and

perspectives, the ideas which he sees struggling to be born in the words of
others.

— Avery Robert Dulles, S.J., 1969
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INTRODUCTION

Theology at the Intersection of Church and Revelation

Systematic theology, by definition and by its nature, is thoroughly bound up with
the enterprise of understanding that which is beyond understanding. Systematic theology
concerns itself with, as it was once put to me, “the imponderables” — the explication, so
far as the faculties of the finite are capable, of divine mystery. Systematic theology at its
best, following the ancient dictum of St. Anselm of Canterbury, pursues its task as fides
quarens intellectum, being conscious and intentional about empowering the convictions
of faith to prevent the pursuit of understanding from doing violence to the dogmas of
orthodoxy. At the same time, the enterprise of systematic theology remains fully aware
that the object of study, the divine mystery itself, is ponderable only to the extent which
that mystery has willed to render itself so. In the absence of revealed truth there can be
no question of a theological enterprise, at all.

Likewise, and derivatively, the accessibility to the theologian of revealed truth
could hardly be realized at all were it not for the graced community the Christian
tradition has come to know as church. This community is necessary on at least three
counts. First, it is the chosen target of God’s gracious self-communication. Additionally,
it is the environment which gives rise to the symbols through which transcendent reality
is expressed in a form accessible to the finite faculties of human persons. It is the
community which, by virtue of a shared history, culture, value-system, and tradition,
recognizes the interaction with those sensible realities we know as symbols to become
revelatory events, thereby empowering them to effect the self-communication willed by

God. Finally, operating under the watchful, guiding grace of the Holy Spirit, it is this



community which has the charism of inerrant interpretation, and is thereby empowered to
transform the mysterious, symbolic communication of divine mystery into embraceable
encounters with the one true God.

This view of the communal reality of the followers of Christ is, unfortunately, by
no means universally accepted; the possibility of an individual, immediate,
communication of revelation remains for some thinkers an open question. But to even
raise the issue is in fact to underscore the point: there is a seemingly inescapable question
addressing the theological enterprise at its most fundamental level and arising precisely at
the intersection of revelation and church. This dissertation was born of that question: to
wit, the church’s relationship to, and function within, the communication of divine
revelation.

Avery Cardinal Dulles, S. J.

For a consideration of this question, the writings of Cardinal Avery Dulles, S.J.,
seem an obvious choice. | am aware of no body of work more perfectly situated at that
intersection than the theological corpus of Avery Dulles. His two best-known works,
Models of the Church and Models of Revelation, survey the range of theological thought
on the two subjects, respectively. Though he is perhaps best known for his work in
ecclesiology and ecumenism, even a cursory look at his bibliography reveals a corpus on
the history and theology of revelation that is no less prolific or important.

By his own account, Dulles conceived of the work of theology first of all in terms
of revelation. In 1992, prefacing the revised Models of Revelation he summarized, “I
believe that theology cannot maintain its identity and vigor if it overlooks this

foundational category [of revelation]. While I recognize the limitations of the simplistic



concepts of revelation that were current in some earlier theology, | argue for a restoration

1A few years later he published an

of revelation as a primary theological category.
article on the method of theology in which he presented the vision of the theological
enterprise he had come to know and understand, as a practitioner, over the course of a
more than sixty-year academic career. “Theology, as I understand it,” he explained, “is a
methodical reflection on faith.” He is quick to specify, however, that this reflection on
faith is utterly dependent upon that self-disclosure of God which the Christian Tradition
has come to consider under the rubric of “revelation”:

Theology has God as its primary object or subject-matter. But it does not

study God as an inert object. It reflects on God in his dynamic self-

communication. Theological reflection begins by considering God’s

outward manifestation in works such as creation, the incarnation, grace,

the church, the sacraments, and the word of God. It culminates in a study

of the inner self-communication of God, who exists eternally as Father,

Son and Holy Spirit. . . .As the term is understood today, theology is a

methodical reflection that aims at a coherent body of articulated
statements grounded in revelation.?

And yet, Dulles understood better than most that such a methodical reflection
cannot be grounded in revelation outside of the community of faith. “Revelation is not
complete without the Church,” he teaches, for “the Church . . . is the prime recipient of
revelation.” For Dulles, revelation is a transaction, and as such, a transmission of God’s
self — as knowledge, awareness, experience or encounter — that has both an origin and a
destination, an offer and a reception, a commencement and a completion. The
worshipping, believing community of disciples — the church — is the community that

listens for God’s self-disclosure, receives and interprets it reliably, and responds

! Avery Robert Dulles, S. J., Models of Revelation, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1992), ix.
2Dulles, “From Symbol to System: A Proposal for Theological Method,” Pro Ecclesia 1, no. 1 (1992): 42-
52 at 45.

3Du|les, Models of Revelation, 219.



obediently in faith. Only then does that which God has graciously willed to make known
become, in the full sense, “revelation.”

Synopsis of the Project

This dissertation is a work of systematic theology; more precisely, a work of
constructive ecclesiology. Its thesis arises at the intersection of revelation and the
church, and, in so far as it is successful in constructing an ecclesiology that does justice to
the church-revelation relationship, is intended to operate in service to both fundamental
theology and ecclesiology. The thesis arises, more specifically, at the intersection of the
symbolic-communication concept of revelation and the sacramental concept of the
church, consistently embraced by Dulles, which emerge over the course of his career.

The work proceeds toward a construction of what I have termed “revelation ecclesiology”
from the building blocks within Dulles’ theology. My term “revelation ecclesiology,”
will of course be revisited at several places in the pages to follow, and its meaning
presented with increasing clarity as the argument unfolds. For now, however, it may
suffice to describe it as an ecclesiology that takes full and honest account of the church’s
revelatory character.

As his theology developed and matured, Dulles came to embrace distinctive views
on both the church and divine revelation. Chapter one, below, will point out that in both
cases his understanding of the realities involved is broad, complex, and comprehensive;
but there is also in each case a conceptual element Dulles embraced as most personally
meaningful, and those concepts together form the starting point of the current
investigation. Dulles’ desire for both of his Models books was to bring theologians with

broadly divergent — sometimes radically opposing — viewpoints into meaningful and



productive conversation, by charting a path toward identifying and appropriating the
beneficial elements of every contemporary approach, and honestly admitting to and
abandoning those elements of their own view that are problematic.

While Dulles was careful to remain as neutrally objective as possible, in Models
of the Church he embraced the sacramental model as particularly beneficial both on its
own merits and as an instrument of particular potential for an effective reconciliation
between the two most diametrically opposed viewpoints: the view of the church strictly
in terms of its institutional reality, and the view of the church as essentially a mystical
communion. Dulles did not in this work hold up the sacramental model as any kind of
normative or overarching model according to which the others should be evaluated.
Indeed, he did not shy away from a critical evaluation of its own potential for theological
missteps. Rather, the sacramental model of ecclesiology was presented as one model
among the others, each with its own “assets” and “liabilities.” However, at the
completion of his careful critique and evaluation of the various models, he concluded that
“the sacramental model . . . seems to have exceptional capacities for incorporating what
is sound in each of the other four models.”™* Beyond this, building on his strong
symbolic-realist worldview and the pronouncements of Vatican Il on the sacramentality
of the church, it became increasingly clear that Dulles’ own understanding of the church
was deeply integrated with its sacramentality.

In Models of Revelation, while the conciliatory intent is the same, the approach is
different in one important respect. In this work, Dulles’ symbolic realism is presented up

front as a contextual assumption. Hence the symbolic-communication model of

4 Dulles, Models of the Church, Expanded ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1987), 206.



revelation does not function as one model alongside the others. In an addendum to the
revised second edition of the work Dulles makes this explicit: “I am not proposing a sixth
model, the ‘symbolic,’ to be played off the other five. The variety of models has
advantages that should not be sacrificed by the adoption of a single model, however
apt.”® Rather than an additional model that Dulles personally favors, as was the case with
the sacramental model of the church, here he describes the symbolic approach to
revelation as a “dialectical tool.” “Symbol,” he explains, “is a pervasive category that
functions, sometimes more dominantly, sometimes more recessively, in each of the five
models. The idea of symbolic communication, | believe, can be of great value as a
dialectical tool for bringing out the strong points and overcoming the weaknesses in the
typical theories we have hitherto examined.”

The current work proceeds therefore not simply by bringing into conversation a
theology of revelation and ecclesiology, in general, but rather the specific approaches to
those two theological disciplines embraced consistently and fruitfully over the course of
Dulles’ many contemplations. When Dulles’ symbolic-communication approach to
divine revelation is viewed through the lens of his sacramental ecclesiology, | will argue,
the result is an understanding of the church as a participant in, and not simply a herald of,
revelation.

Locating the Argument in Dulles’ Thought and Publications

The idea that there is a certain revelatory quality to the very nature of the church

was not entirely foreign to Dulles’ thought; nor, it seems, would it have been unpalatable.

5 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 128.
® Ibid.



Indeed, one encounters within his corpus the occasional suggestion, implication — even
casual statement — affirming the church as revelatory. In every instance however, such
hints and comments are couched in language that is tentative, cautious, and qualified.
Some examples may best illustrate this tone of cautious hesitancy. Twice, in
Models of Revelation, Dulles refers to a statement by Bishop Konrad Martin in an address
to the Fathers of Vatican I. Bishop Martin, he says, “declared to the Fathers at the
Council that the Church is, so to speak, ‘divine revelation in concrete form’;” and a little
further on Dulles claims “it is not too much to say with Bishop Martin at Vatican I that
the Church, in a sense, is revelation — a statement that Barth, with the proper
qualifications, also makes.”’ In another place Dulles refers to the church as the
“sacrament of revelation,”8 which, as chapter one will clarify, indicates in Dulles’
parlance both a pointer toward, and an expression of, the reality of its referent. Dulles
also refers approvingly to fellow Jesuit Karl Rahner’s teaching that the church is a reality
“bearing within herself the reality of the divine self-communication,” a phrase that Dulles
frequently uses to refer specifically to divine revelation. In Models of the Church Dulles
argues that revelation is both Christological and ecclesial; ecclesial because “the Church
perpetuates Christ’s sacramental presence in the world, and is thus a sort of continued
revelation.” He continues, in similarly carefully qualified language: “The Church is
always revelatory in some degree, but is always called to become more revelatory than it

is.”® The most explicit description of the nature of the church as revelatory comes in

7 Ibid., 218, 200.
8 Ibid., 220.
o Dulles, Models of the Church, 182.



Models of Revelation: “The Church reveals God not so much by what it says about him as
by what it is.”*

Such statements certainly do not constitute a teaching by Dulles that the church is,
by nature, revelatory. Neither do they constitute a teaching by Dulles of what | have
described earlier in this introduction as “revelation ecclesiology,” that is, a concept of
church which “takes full and honest account of the church’s revelatory character.” They
do, however, most certainly point to the validity of the claim that a revelation
ecclesiology can be discerned within Dulles’ theology, at the intersection of his
symbolic-communication approach to revelation and his sacramental ecclesiology.

In his earliest monograph on revelation, Revelation Theology: A History, Dulles
offers this description of what he considers to be the proper goal of the theologian:

The creative theologian is never content either to ignore others or to repeat

verbatim what they have said. He seeks to sift out what seems valid and

relevant, and to develop, in the light of his own problems and

perspectives, the ideas which he sees struggling to be born in the words of
others.!

Such, precisely, is what the current work seeks to accomplish.

Contribution of the Dissertation

Toward that end, the first and principle task of this dissertation is the construction
and clear exposition of that ecclesiology | find waiting to be built from the doctrines
running through Dulles’ writings. The “revelation ecclesiology” with which this work is
concerned does not exist, as such, in Dulles’ corpus; and yet the subtitle I have given the
dissertation, “Revelation Ecclesiology in the Theology of Avery Dulles,” is fitting, for

the pieces are all in place for the construction and development of such an ecclesiology.

10 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219.
1 Dulles, Revelation Theology: A History (New York: The Seabury Press, 1969), 11.



The development of an idea, “struggling to be born” of Dulles’ words, however, requires
more than a simple identification; more than making explicit the thoughts that can be
discerned between the lines but have as yet remained implied and unexamined. A series
of larger questions and issues attends the task.

First, it would seem rather futile to identify such a nascent idea without an
accompanying investigation into its worth, rationale, origins, trajectory and its effects on
systematic theology in broad review. Why and how the idea came to exist within Dulles’
theology, why it was allowed, or chosen, to remain inchoate, and how it was taught, are
all questions which can shed light on both the nature and the usefulness of the doctrine
within Dulles’ theological project, for the mission and life of the church, and, going
forward, to the systematic project of the theological academy.

Furthermore, the ideas must be, to return to Dulles’ words once more, sifted in
order to discern whether they seem “valid and relevant;” and if so, their validity and
relevance must be demonstrated and explained. In chapters two and three, below, I sift
through Dulles’ teachings of sacramental ecclesiology and revelation as symbolic-
communication, respectively, to test their continued relevance in the contemporary
context, and validity both in general and for the project at hand. Along the way |
consider the nature of the teachings themselves, as they emerge from Dulles’ thought and
rise to offer their own unique contribution to the understanding within systematic
theology of both revelation and of the church.

Finally, there are implications to be explored. The value of a constructive
ecclesiology proposal will be found, in part, in the implications that can be discerned for

ecclesiology and for the enterprise of systematic theology as a whole. Every
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ecclesiological claim has implications for a host of other dogmas within a coherent
theological system. The nature of the church is deeply bound up with the nature of
Christ; the nature, gifts and movements of the Holy Spirit; the nature of faith and the
faith-response of those who possess it, both individuals and community; the mission of
the disciples, again, either individually or in community, and on and on.

As Dulles’ career demonstrates, the theology of church is likewise closely
associated with the work of ecumenism, for ecumenical dialogue can only succeed to the
extent that all of the parties involved have clearly defined ecclesiologies of their own.
The addition of ‘revelatory’ to the category of ecclesial character may create new
opportunities for dialogue and greater mutual understanding. Implications of an addition
to the theological understanding of the church’s nature will likely be felt within the
church’s ongoing efforts of ecclesial reform, as well. To the extent that the church’s self-
understanding includes a revelatory character, authentic ecclesial reality assumes a
greater importance, urgency, and focus. Such considerations could be multiplied at great
length, of course, and thus while chapter five will consider a number of significant
implications, the practical limits of this dissertation preclude any claim or attempt to be
exhaustive in this regard.

Contours of the Argument

The progression of the argument in this dissertation can be likened to the
construction of a pyramid. In two successive stages, more basic theological concepts are
juxtaposed, brought to bear upon each other, and built into fewer, but more complex,
theological constructs. The first stage is descriptive, concerning the construction done by

Dulles, who drew from their four constituent concepts the two compound theological
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notions for which he is most famous: sacramental ecclesiology and symbolically
mediated revelation. The second stage is the constructive task of the dissertation,
bringing these two signature theological notions into conversation, and drawing from
them a single complex concept.

Chapter one introduces the building materials, the four theological “foundation
stones” that form the pyramid’s base: revelation, symbol, sacrament and church. This
chapter is expository in nature, making no attempt to systematically or historically trace
the influences that shaped and colored the concepts as they entered Dulles’ theology, or
to evaluate and critique the merit and validity of the concepts. The task of this initial
chapter is, rather, to simply introduce and describe the foundational theological concepts
from which the more complex constructs have been drawn. Critique and evaluation are
more usefully employed when considering the validity of Dulles’ use of those
foundational concepts in his sacramental ecclesiology and symbolic approach to
revelation — the task of chapters two and three.

Chapters two and three, respectively, concern themselves with the compound
theological concepts which so profoundly influence the length and breadth of Dulles’
theology: a view of the church as a sacramental reality, and a concept of revelation as
essentially and necessarily symbolic-communication. Each of these chapters describes
the origin, nature, use, and reception of the concept in preparation for its role in the
construction of a revelation ecclesiology.

That construction is the task of Chapter four: a demonstration that the church as
the universal sacrament of salvation, in its sacramentality, does indeed belong to that

class of reality Dulles has designated “revelatory symbol.” As a revelatory symbol the
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sacrament of the church participates in the expression, communication, and mediation of
that which God wills to make known concerning Himself. En route to this claim there
will be cause to examine the surprising fact that, even though Dulles came to appreciate
the importance of symbol as integral to bridging the gap between transcendent and
immanent reality earlier than he came to really understand and embrace the
sacramentality of the church and its implications for the communication of grace, it was
the latter which created an environment from which his mature theology of revelation as
symbolically mediated could emerge.

A final chapter will, by way of conclusion, consider several of the significant
implications a revelation ecclesiology holds for the enterprise of systematic theology as a
whole, examine the doctrine’s potential for advancing theological understanding and

enhancing the spiritual (and ecclesial) life, and attempt to anticipate potential objections.
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CHAPTERI
FOUNDATION STONES: AVERY DULLES’ THEOLOGY
OF REVELATION, SYMBOL, SACRAMENT, AND CHURCH

Introduction

At the heart of this dissertation lies the juxtaposition of two theological positions
which consistently and profoundly characterize the thought of Avery Dulles, and
thoroughly imbue his theological corpus. The first is a sacramental view of the church;
the second, a theology of revelation built upon the modality of symbolic communication.
In the chapters that follow, these two formative theologumena will be presented and
considered in greater detail, but before embarking on those considerations, this chapter
will seek to provide a necessary grounding in Dulles’ use and understanding of the four
theological concepts from which they arise: revelation, symbol, sacrament and church.

Dulles has much to say on each of these four basic theological concepts, thus it is
not overly difficult to discern the general understanding and principle characteristics that
support his use in each regard. However, as the claims of the previous paragraph
intimate, it is an altogether more difficult task to isolate his thoughts on any one of these
concepts without recourse to one (or in some cases more) of the others. So deeply does
symbol influence revelation and sacrament, sacrament influence church, church influence
sacrament and revelation and so on, that attempting a description of his thought in what
might be considered its “pure” form accomplishes little beyond a distorted and artificially
simple caricature. It is neither feasible nor particularly helpful to present Dulles’ thought
on any one of these concepts in isolation from the others, and therefore I will make no
attempt to do so. Rather, | ask patience of the reader as | endeavor to present the

concepts sequentially, ever mindful of their intricate interweavings, so that, having
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allowed all four to develop, in the end a reasonably full and accurate picture will emerge
of the ways in which each of these concepts function within Dulles’ larger theological
system.

It seems appropriate to begin with the most basic theological datum, divine
revelation.

A. Revelation

From the beginning of his formal theological studies at Woodstock College, to the
self-reflective final decades of his long and distinguished career, revelation occupied a
place of special, formative importance in Dulles’ thought and writings. Revelation, for
Dulles, stood at the very heart of theological reflection and expression, and it was
therefore particularly important that it be understood as rightly and thoroughly as
possible. And yet, Dulles was well aware that revelation, having its source in divine
reality, could never be adequately described by any human thought, concept, or language.
Models of Revelation was born of this realization, and of a desire to provide a way past
fruitless disagreements, toward some level of mutual consensus, by highlighting both the
potential pitfalls and beneficial elements of a variety of theological approaches.?

In a preparatory article, published shortly before the book, Dulles noted a certain
level of consensus already existing on some basic contours of the dogma:

With a fair degree of unanimity theologians would be willing to describe

revelation as the action of God whereby He communicates to intelligent

creatures knowledge or awareness of what normally lies beyond their ken.
... such a disclosure on God's part is a free action motivated by love.

12 Eirst edition (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1983); revised edition (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1992).
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Beyond this there is a growing consensus that God's revelation is always
in some sense self-revelation.™

Dulles himself, in a very early essay, followed roughly these same lines in describing
revelation generally as “the whole process by which God draws near to man and
manifests his presence.”** From these brief statements two significant elements can be
singled out. First, revelation is initiated by God, as a free and loving outreach to
humanity; it cannot be initiated by humanity because it is by nature beyond anything the
human intellect or soul would ever conceive to ask or to seek. In fact, Dulles asserts,
revelation must “tell us more than we could conceive and express within the categories
derived from our day-to-day experience of the world.”* That which is possible to
discover by the unaided light of human reason, would not be a self-gift of the
transcendent God, and hence would not be revelatory. The basis for a belief in the very
fact of revelation is Christian faith that “God is good and merciful, that he wills to
communicate himself to man in spite of man's sinfulness and resistance to grace.”°
Second, revelation is not something external to God, but is a gift of God’s own
self. In his early publications on the subject, Dulles was explicit about his assumption

that “the content of revelation is always God,” but in a qualified way: “not simply in

Himself but in relation to our world and ourselves.”*" In revelation, God not only gives

13 Dulles, “The Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” Theological Studies 41, no. 1 (March 1980): 51-73 at
51.

14 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” Theological Studies 27, no 1 (March 1966):1-26 at
13.

15 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 60.

16 Dulles, Models of the Church, 67.

17 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 51.
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us an intimate knowledge of Himself, but invites us into the divine reality, as sharers in
the divine perspective on the world and “the blessed mystery of God’s own life.”*®

1. Mystery

Beyond these basic outlines of a general theology and doctrine of revelation, one
can find a number of more specific aspects characteristic of Dulles’ own view as it
developed over the course of his career. Perhaps foremost among them is the assertion of
revelation as mystery. “Revelation itself,” writes Dulles, “inasmuch as it involves the
loving approach of the transcendent God, is an inscrutable mystery.”*® Dulles’ claim is
both a natural and inevitable extension of his insistence that revelation is not only gift,
but self-gift of God. Given the position noted above that “the content of revelation is
always God,” Dulles applies this inevitable sequitur not only to the nature of revelation in
general, but to its content as well. But as this content is God in relation to the world, so
also “the essential content of revelation is . . . the mystery of God’s being and of his
redemptive plan for the world.”?

2. Mediated

Furthermore, revelation according to Dulles is always mediated. This is among
the most distinctive contributions to revelation theology to come from Dulles’ work, and
there will be much more to say on the subject in chapter three, as the details of Dulles
revelation theology and its mediation by symbol are explored in depth. For now,

however, it will suffice to present the more general assertion of the necessity of

18 Ibid., 60.
19 1pid., 63.

20 Dulles, “Handing on the Faith Through Witness and Symbol,” The Living Light 27 (1991):295-302 at
300.
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mediation for revelation to occur. Dulles affirmed this clearly, and with increasing
forcefulness as his doctrine matured: “revelation never occurs in a purely internal
experience or as an unmediated encounter with God.”**

Always the evenhanded evaluator, Dulles recognized the mediatory potential in a
variety of sources, some rather unexpected. The school of thought that claimed
revelation is primarily a matter of doctrinal propositions, for example, did not escape a
strong critique in Models of Revelation, yet Dulles did not shy away from recognizing
that “the meaning of revelation can be mediated through true propositions.”* However,
while allowing that revelation (or some element of it, such as its meaning in this case)
can be mediated via other realities, Dulles was quick to point out that such mediation is
categorically inadequate. An adequate mediation of a transcendent reality requires “an
externally perceived sign that works mysteriously on the human consciousness so as to
suggest more than it can clearly describe or define” — in other words, symbol.?*

Likewise, Dulles recognized in those for whom revelation comes as an “inner
experience of the divine” a legitimate, but inadequate insight. While he considers this
experientialist approach correct in its claim that revelation “necessarily involves a real
union between the human spirit and the God who bestows Himself in grace,” the very
experience of that grace is itself necessarily mediated: “[the experience] cannot be
rightly interpreted, or recognized for what it is, without the help of symbols derived from

the world known through sensory experience.”?

2t Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 55.

22 For Dulles’ critique of what he terms the “propositional model” of revelation, see Models of Revelation,
48-52.

23 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 53.

24 Ibid., 55-56. For a fuller treatment of this theme see Models of Revelation, 131-134.

25 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 70.
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3. Historical

Although revelation has its source in transcendent, divine reality and is therefore
necessarily mystery, it is also, according to Dulles, undeniably historical. Indeed, beyond
merely allowing for the possibility that history can play a role in the mediation of
revelation, he goes further in claiming that revelation “must be mediated by signs given
in history.”® This is not to say that history, or the great events of divine intervention in
human history, are themselves capable of an adequate mediation of revelation — far from
it. The historical events themselves are insufficient to mediate revelation unless they are
accompanied by an inspired interpretation or prophetic commentary,”’ and “unless they
are apprehended as symbols.”28

Still, Dulles contends that revelation, and the symbols that mediate it, occur in
history and are historically conditioned. In fact, he makes a point of declaring, “I would
insist upon a profound affinity between the symbolic and the historical approaches to
revelation.”” The “brute facts of objectivizing history,” he writes, take on the character
of revelation when accompanied by a prophetic interpretation: “the authentic
commentary,” by God, on God’s own actions.*® God acts in history to accomplish his
self-disclosure, and when those acts are given an inspired interpretation they become
revelatory symbols for the community of faith. This community interprets the events and
oracles of divine revelation historically, bringing to bear the tradition and heritage that

gives rise to its shared symbols and gives shape to its identity. Without a historical

2 Ibid., 71.
%" Ibid., 53.
28 |,
Ibid., 68-69.
29 ..
Ibid., 67.
%0 Dulles, “The Theology of Revelation,” Theological Studies 25, no 1 (March 1964): 43-58 at 51.
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consciousness within the community and the individual receiving the revelation, the
symbol by which it is communicated would be stripped of its meaning and potency.
Revelation, for Dulles, is an event — and the events of divine revelation occur and
function as revelation, historically.

4, Communal and Ecclesial

This role of the community of faith in appropriating the historical character of
revelation gives rise to a fourth characteristic of Dulles’ revelation theology: revelation is
a communal, and more specifically, an ecclesial gift and reality. “The Church,” he
explains, “is the community to which Christ delivered his revelation.”®! The self-
manifestation of God given to the community of faith is inconceivable, according to
Dulles, without social symbols — those symbols arising from a shared history and
tradition, that define a community and its experience of God.* This is perhaps
particularly true among those who, like Dulles, understand revelation as dependent upon
symbol for its communication and achievement. For Dulles and the proponents of what
he has termed the “symbolic-communication” model, revelation is ecclesial “because the
Church perpetuates Christ’s sacramental presence in the world, and is thus a sort of
continued revelation.”®® This is not to deny the immediacy of revelation altogether, but
to recognize that, in a bit of a paradox, “it comes immediately from God insofar as it

becomes actual in the church of God.” So intimately is it bound up with the church that

3 Dulles, “Handing on the Faith,” 302.
32 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 57.
33 Dulles, Models of the Church, 181-82.

8 Dulles, “Theological Table-Talk: Revelation in Recent Catholic Theology,” Theology Today 24, no 3
(October 1967): 350-65 at 365.
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“it may be said that revelation is not complete without the Church.”* The revelatory
dogmas “are valid because they can be interpreted within a context of myth and symbol”
— a context created and preserved by the community of faith.*

5. Dependent Upon Faith

The character of revelation as given to and received within a community of faith
leads rather naturally to the additional conclusion that revelation requires a faith
response. Dulles claims precisely this: true revelation never exists without such a
response, for it must be discerned, and proper discernment requires a “spiritually attuned
consciousness” formed in faith.3” There are any number of created realities that could
potentially function as a revelatory symbol, but only those that have been chosen by God
to be an instrument of divine self-expression and disclosure, and to communicate
something meaningful about the relationship of God to humanity and the world, can be
authentically revelatory. Authority under the guidance of the Holy Spirit is given to the
community of believers, creating an environment within which revelatory symbols can be
discerned and appropriated. The faith of the believer, expressed and enacted in and
through this community, prepares the believer to receive and accept the meaning
communicated by such revelatory symbols, and constitutes the only appropriate response.

The previous section presented Dulles’ claim that “revelation is not complete
without the church;” it is now possible to shed some additional light on why that is so.
Revelation is not complete without the church because it is the church, as community of

faith, that makes it possible for revelation to “achieve itself.” In the theology of Dulles,

% Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219-20.
% Dulles, “Revelation in Recent Catholic Theology,” 365.
37 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 71.
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revelation is never a one-sided gift; it is either a transaction consisting of both an offer
and a reception, or it does not occur at all. But, he argues, “if there were no community
of believers, revelation as a transaction would be cut short.” Therefore “revelation, as a
communication from God to human beings, destined for their conversion and redemption,
achieves itself only when it is received and responded to in faith.”®

6. Interpreted

It is not unreasonable to simply include the revelatory characteristic
“interpretation” within the ecclesial character discussed above, for indeed it is the church
which is given the authority, the charism, and the responsibility to interpret the meaning
of the divine oracles for the life of faith. To do so however, would I believe, risk
understating the importance of this characteristic in its own right. The claim of Dulles is
not just that the church has the opportunity and responsibility to interpret revelation as if
it already exists in an uninterpreted state awaiting ecclesial action. Rather, for Dulles, in
order for a divine self-expression to be revelation for the community and its members, it

must be given a divinely inspired and authoritative interpretation.

38 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 220. Some authors, including Karl Rahner, would be uncomfortable with
this assertion, and wish to alter it by including the qualifier “fully” — i.e., revelation achieves itself fully
only when received and responded to in faith. This stipulation reveals the assumptions that revelation
exists as a reality independent of its reception, and that revelation can be (and is) received by degree. Such
a view would argue that revelation achieves itself fully only in eschatological perspective.

Dulles would, | believe, concur that revelation is not perfectly or fully achieved in this, temporal,
reality in so far as the divine mystery cannot be fully or perfectly received by finite beings. However,
because Dulles conceives of revelation as a completed transaction, and develops his revelation theology on
the basis of this understanding, he is able to say without qualification that revelation does not come into
existence (achieve itself) until it is received. This does not specifically exclude the understanding that the
event of revelation that comes to achievement in the reception is never full, or perfect. Dulles could say,
with Rahner, that that which is received by the human person (or community) is always partial and
imperfect. What Dulles does not accept is a definition of revelation, which appears to be operative in
Rahner’s theology, that allows for a reality properly called “revelation” that has not yet been received.
Dulles insists that it is not revelation properly so-called until it is received; it is, therefore, “revelation” to
whatever extent or degree it has been received.
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Since Vatican 1, it has been a matter of official church doctrine that Jesus Christ
is “the fullness of all revelation” (Dei Verbum 2). Dulles, however, clarifies this teaching
as follows: “The mere fact of Christ, taken as an objectively certifiable occurrence, is not
yet revelation, but when met by a believing interpretation which captures its true
significance, it becomes revelation in a special and altogether unique sense. God’s self-
revelation in Jesus therefore comes to fulfillment only in the human discovery whereby it
is received.”®

7. Both Complete and On-going

The question concerning the closure of revelation will resurface in the concluding
chapter, and at that point, building upon a careful analysis of the intricate
interrelationships involving revelation in its various forms, it will be possible to address
the question in a more substantial and sophisticated manner. At this early point it is
possible only to describe the basic distinction that allows Dulles to speak simultaneously
of revelation’s completion and continuation, and — importantly — draw attention to the
question as a further significant element in Dulles’ revelation theology.

Dulles leaves no room for doubt that the revelation given in and by Jesus Christ is
definitive: “Revelation is complete in Jesus Christ, since there can be no disclosure above
or beyond that whereby God fully and unsurpassably communicates himself to the world
in the life, teaching, death, and glorification of his Son.”*® And yet, as has already been

noted, it is not complete, according to Dulles, without the church. Indeed, “as a living

%9 Dulles, “Revelation and Discovery,” in Theology and Discovery: Essays in Honor of Karl Rahner, S. J.,
ed. William J. Kelly, S.J. (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette University Press, 1980), 1-29 at 23.

40 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219.
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idea, revelation continually gives birth to new dogmatic insights.”*" Here again we see
the completion of revelation given by Christ juxtaposed with the ongoing authoritative,
Spirit-guided interpretations of the church, for surely that is the loci of “dogmatic
insights.”

Dulles is able to hold these two assertions simultaneously because of a distinction
he makes between an original “constitutive” or “definitive” revelation — which is
complete — and the continuing communicative acts of God through the church.
“Constitutive revelation” has been completed with the completion of the New Testament,
Dulles insists; however, God continues to speak in various ways “provided that they are
not seen as adding to the content of the definitive revelation given in the incarnate Son.”*?
Dulles sees the reality of revelation, and the communication of revelation already given,
as two distinct things. Concerning the former, any sense of continuation is debatable at
best, but concerning the latter, ongoing communication of revelation does continue to
occur.®® The symbol, as shall be discussed shortly, provides an “inexhaustible depth of
meaning” that can be continuously mined for greater and deeper insights into a revelation
that has been given once, definitively. Dulles’ doctrine that revelation is only achieved
when it is received provides for an understanding of revelation that is given once,

definitively, in Christ, but received, piecemeal and continuously, as insights and

understanding grow.

e Dulles, “From Images to Truth: Newman on Revelation and Faith,” Theological Studies 51, no. 2 (June
1990): 252-267 at 257.

42 Dulles, “Revelation as the Basis for Scripture and Tradition,” Evangelical Review of Theology 21, no. 2
(April 1997): 104-120 at 111.

43 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 220.
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8. Christological and Incarnational

Finally, revelation for Dulles is both profoundly Christological and undeniably
incarnational. As just mentioned, revelation is both definitive as regards what has been
given, and continuing as regards what is being received. What has been given as definite
revelation, what is, in Dulles’ parlance, “constitutive revelation” is the Christ event, as
recorded either by eyewitnesses or those within one generation of His ascension. Hence
revelation is profoundly Christological because Christ is at the center of the revelatory
self-gift: Furthermore, “It is Christological,” says Dulles, “because Christ, as the
Incarnate Word, expresses and communicates the unsurpassable self-donation of the
divine.”**

It is no mere repetition to assert that beyond its Christological character,
revelation is also undeniably incarnational. Dulles stresses this point in opposition to
those currently within revelation theology who, focused on the revelatory word as “the
Word of God,” would tend to overvalue the transcendent and mystical element of this
word. Dulles is intent to remind his readers that, “it is not enough to speak of the word of

God, for Christianity stands or falls with the affirmation that the Word has been made

flesh 2945

Revelation is a rich and complex concept in Dulles’ theology. It is most
intricately bound up with a view of the world he himself came to describe as “symbolic-

realism,” but to constrain the place of revelation in Dulles’ overall theological system to

44 Dulles, Models of the Church, 181-182.
% Ibid., 85.
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its mediation by symbol would be an oversimplification. Dulles’ theology of revelation,
though it certainly developed, matured and became more confident as his career and
thought progressed, was remarkably consistent. As early as 1980 he summarized the key
requirements for what he considered to be an adequate theology of revelation, and these
remained true, relevant and significant through both editions of Models of Revelation and
beyond. Revelation, for Dulles, must be “a free and loving self-manifestation of God;” it
must be mediated, mediated specifically by symbols, and by symbols given in history; it
must “bring the believer into a living, personal contact with the divine;” and, finally,
revelation must be a gift beyond the reach of human discernment and discovery. It

2546

“cannot be objectively demonstrated from facts accessible to academic history.

B. Symbol

Having now outlined and described just one of the “foundation stones” with
which this chapter is concerned, it is already apparent that the concept and category of
symbol is present — sometimes explicitly, other times implicitly — but operative
nonetheless throughout Dulles’ theology, philosophy, and larger worldview.

What appeared to be an area of simple academic interest in the very early years of
Dulles’ education and training, grew to the status of underlying assumption and guide as
he began to develop a more systematic theology of revelation, sacrament, church and
beyond. The unique power and modality of symbol is, as Dulles made clear in
increasingly strong statements, a reality that is fundamental to the communication of
persons: both the communication of thoughts and ideas from one human person to

another, and, more to the point at hand, the communication of personal reality between

46 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 71.
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God and humanity. In short, the reality, and communicative power, of symbol is what
makes revelation possible.

In the reflections added to his 50" anniversary edition of A Testimonial to Grace,
Dulles relates how he came to appreciate the importance of symbol for a theology of
revelation through the writings of Paul Tillich.*’ In the early 1950s Dulles was being
guided by Fr. Gustave Weigel in a directed reading project on Protestant theology, and
was thereby introduced to Tillich’s work.*® The result of this reading program was an
article devoted to an explication of Tillich’s theology of biblical revelation, in which
Tillich’s use of symbol, and Dulles’ appreciation for the importance of symbol in
revelation, are unmistakable.*

While Tillich may have introduced Dulles to the importance of symbol for a
theology of revelation, a keen interest in the use and power of the symbol, in general,
was evident early and broadly in Dulles’ publications. In one of his better known early
publications, a study of St. Cyprian’s ecclesiology, Dulles makes careful note, and good
use, of “Cyprian’s favorite metaphor, the symbol of the Church which echoes through all
his writings. The Church is mother.” Even before this, Dulles experienced the power
and communicative modality of the symbol from the inside, as a participant and recipient,

not merely from the more external-analytical vantage point of the academic.®® In his

o Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace and Reflections on a Theological Journey, 50th Anniversary ed. (Kansas
City, MO: Sheed & Ward, 1996), 104.

*8 Patrick W. Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ: A Model Theologian, 1918-2008 (Mahwah, NJ: Paulist
Press, 2010), 120.

49 Dulles, “Paul Tillich and the Bible,” Theological Studies 17, no. 3 (1956): 345-367.

%0 Dulles, “Church Unity and Roman Primacy in the Doctrine of St. Cyprian,” The Theologian 9 (1954):
33-48 at 41.

> I his writings concerning symbol Dulles was, of course, never strictly “external” to the symbol nor
simply analytic. As a believer and active participant in the Christian faith and the community of Christian
believers (the church), he was in his theological writings always writing about a reality and an experience
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Testimonial to Grace — the original, 1946 material, written before “Reflections on a
Theological Journey” were added for the 50" anniversary edition — Dulles recalls how the
power of symbol overcame him at a pivotal point in his journey of intellectual
development, of spiritual discernment, and of life, to communicate God’s gracious self-
offer:

This offering occurred, suddenly and quite unexpectedly, on one grey
February afternoon like many another. . . . I was irresistibly prompted to
go out into the open air. . . . As | wandered aimlessly, something impelled
me to look contemplatively at a young tree. On its frail, supple branches
were young buds attending eagerly the spring which was at hand. While
my eye rested on them the thought came to me suddenly, with all the
strength and novelty of a revelation, that these little buds in their
innocence and meekness followed a rule, a law of which | as yet knew
nothing. How could it be, | asked, that this delicate tree sprang up and
developed and that all the enormous complexity of its cellular operations
combined together to make it grow erectly and bring forth leaves and
blossoms? The answer, the trite answer of the schools, was new to me:
that its actions were ordered to an end by the only power capable of
adapting means to ends — intelligence — and that the very fact that this
intelligence worked toward an end implied purposiveness — in other
words, a will. It was useless, then, to dismiss these phenomena by
obscurantist talk about a mysterious force called “Nature.” The “nature”
which was responsible for these events was distinguished by the
possession of intellect and will, and intellect plus will makes personality.>

This eloquent anecdote provides meaningful insight into the importance of
symbol in directing the course of, not only Dulles’ theological thought and doctrines, but
his life as well. When Dulles writes about the necessity of symbol, the power of
symbolic communication, and the effects of the symbol on consciousness, commitment,
knowledge, awareness and ideology, he is writing about a reality and a transformation he

knows both through careful scholarship and study, and from profound personal

from the vantage point of experience, while at the same time attempting to analyze that experience, its
sources, power, and effects.

52 Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace, 35-36.
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experience. It is little wonder then that, explicit or implicit, symbol is never far removed
from whatever topic Dulles is investigating.

Symbol, for Dulles, like revelation, is a complex and mysterious reality. It cannot
be adequately described or defined by any single concept or idea, and therefore, like
revelation, is best understood at the intersection of its myriad characteristics, powers and
effects. The following sampling of those characteristics, as they have appeared in Dulles’
many presentations of symbol and symbolic communication, will help flesh out the
function of this foundational concept within Dulles’ theological system and corpus.

1. Sign, and Beyond Sign

When Dulles set about to define or describe the concept of symbol as it functions
in his theology, he presented it, with remarkable consistency, as a type or subset of what
he considered to be a much simpler reality: “sign.” There is no doubt that for Dulles
symbol is first of all a sign — an element of creation or of history discernible by the
human senses and interpretable by human intellect. But symbol is also carefully
distinguished as a distinct subset within the larger category of sign. It possesses a power
of communication and a depth of meaning far exceeding an ordinary indicator. A simple
sign is characterized by a single, indicative meaning, whereas symbol comprises both the
indicative function of the sign and the evocative power of suggestion.

Occasionally, Dulles’ will reference a clearly polyvalent and efficacious reality
under the rubric of sign rather than symbol. In such instances Dulles has in mind not the
“simple indicator” characterized by a one-to-one relationship with the reality it signifies,
but a concept in keeping with the fourth Gospel’s use of “sign” to describe the highly

symbolic acts (miracles) and teachings of Jesus. For example, Dulles writes that “God
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makes Himself known through the sign of a human existence which refers itself totally to
the divine person who possesses it as His very own.” Furthermore, at times the two
terms are used by Dulles in a manner that can only be interpreted as functionally
synonymous, as when he claims that “the great sign or symbol of God in the world is, of

54 While this occasional

course, the man Jesus Christ, in whom God dwells invisibly.
double usage does introduce an unfortunate confusion, within the corpus as a whole the
distinction remains real, and consistent. Indeed, where Dulles is concerned to define the
mysterious reality of symbol with any sort of precision, he begins by situating his
exploration of the symbol’s character squarely within the concept of sign, followed
immediately by a recognition of the important ways that the potency and modality of
symbol surpasses “ordinary” signs.

“Very briefly,” he begins, “we may say that a symbol is a type of sign.” It is, of

. 56 . 57
course “a special type,” or “a particular type,”

of sign, but like other signs the symbol
is “a word, gesture, picture, statue, or some other type of reality which can be made
present to the senses or the imagination, and which points to a reality behind itself.”*®
However, the reality behind a simple indicator is another, clearly definable reality, as for
example, placing one’s fingers on the lips indicates a request for silence. The reality
behind the symbol, in contrast, “is one which cannot be precisely described or defined; it

is not knowable, at least with the same richness and power, except in and through the

symbol.” Hence the symbol has the power to not only indicate, but to evoke, meaning.

53 Dulles, “The Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 73.

o Dulles, “Handing on the Faith,” 300.

% Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 2.

56 Dulles, “Symbol in Revelation,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 13, ed. Editorial Staff at the
Catholic University of America (Detroit: Gale, 2003), 662-664 at 662.
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Working at the affective level (the emotions, will and imagination) as well as the
cognitive (sensible, intellectual), symbol possesses “an existential power which is lacking
to purely conventional or conceptual signs.”® Through its combination of sensible sign
and transcendent referent, the symbol brings together two realities in a particularly potent
way. The symbolic sign is an element of sensible reality, but yet it “betokens that which
cannot be directly perceived, properly described, or adequately defined by abstract
concepts.” By suggesting meaning in excess of that which is sensibly indicated, it
“discloses something that man could not otherwise know.”®

Finally, it must be recognized that Dulles’ theology of symbol, and perhaps
particularly his understanding of the existential power of the symbolic sign, was deeply
influenced by an article by German Jesuit, Karl Rahner, “The Theology of the Symbol.”
By his own description, Dulles’ term “presentative symbol” which effects a certain kind
of presence of the reality signified and which he contrasts to a merely representative
symbol, “corresponds approximately to what Karl Rahner has called “symbolic reality.”
“In the strictest sense,” writes Dulles, ““symbol’ is what Rahner calls a ‘real symbol’ or
‘symbolic reality’ (in German Realsymbol), that is to say, a sign whereby something
2561

realizes itself as other.

2. Plenitude of Meaning

Two striking aspects of the symbol’s meaning distinguish it most powerfully and
most clearly from other types of signs. The first of these is the fact that the meaning

communicated via a symbolic reality is characterized by excess, plenitude,

% Ibid., 2-3.
60 Dulles, “Symbol in Revelation,” 662.
o1 Dulles, “From Symbol to System,” 44.
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overabundance, surplus: too much meaning, that is to say, for a human observer-
participant to receive or comprehend. Dulles uses a number of images to convey this
truth, such as “A symbol is a sign pregnant with a plenitude of meaning”® and “its
distinctive mark is not the absence of meaning but the surplus of meaning.”® Hence for
Dulles, the meaning conveyed by the symbol does not so much escape the intellect as
overwhelm it. The symbol’s meaning is described as a surplus because it first
recapitulates and then far surpasses “whatever can be expressed in formal statements. . . .
[symbols] work upon our tacit powers and enable us to apprehend, in an obscure way,
what we cannot explain, even to ourselves.”®

This lack of thorough apprehension or explanation does not, however, necessarily
impinge upon the truth contained in, and communicated by, the symbol. “Symbols have
a type of truth peculiar to themselves,” Dulles claims. “They are true to the extent that
they adequately reflect the revelatory situation which they are intended to express.”®
Revelation, as has already been shown, is a divine mystery and therefore by nature
ultimately inexhaustible; it is, however, also thoroughly imbued with divine truth.
Likewise, as signs of transcendent reality, the meaning contained in and communicated
by the symbol is inexhaustible — a surplus, plenitude, or overabundance. It does not

follow from this fact, however, that the inability of human persons to receive the full

measure of meaning from a symbol in any way negates or diminishes the truth of that

62 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 132.

% Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 66.
64 Dulles, “Handing on the Faith,” 301.

% Dulles, “Paul Tillich and the Bible,” 349.
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meaning which is received. At the very least, “symbols give rise to true affirmations
about what is antecedently real.”®

Dulles insists that not only is the symbol capable of communicating truth, in fact
it must have a truth to it. It must have a connection with reality or it would not be able to
function symbolically. As an example, Dulles offers the fact of Christ as truth itself and
the “supreme religious symbol,” arguing that “for Christ to be effectively a symbol for
us, He must be manifested for what He is.”®" In other words, there must be a real
integrity between the reality behind the symbol and the meaning it communicates. If this
condition is met, “a symbol can convey a richer and more personal apprehension of
reality in its deeper dimensions than propositional language can do.”®®

The plenitude of meaning which distinguishes symbol from other, ordinary, signs
can be further understood as polyvalence. Driving Dulles’ contention that symbolic
reality is characterized by an overabundance of meaning is the realization that symbol is
not limited to the communication of any one particular meaning (however “abundant” it
may be). As Dulles puts it, “Frequently symbols do not have any one determinate
meaning, but evoke a whole gamut of related significances.”®® These “related
significances,” furthermore, maintain the nature of definite truth, for “by putting us in
touch with deeper aspects of reality symbolism can generate an indefinite series of

particular insights.”"

66 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 267.

o7 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 4.
68 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 142.
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3. Evocative Power

In addition to its plenitude or overabundance, there is a second foundational
aspect of the symbol’s meaning, differentiating it from that of ordinary signs: its power to
evoke meaning from the beholder or participant, rather than simply supplying it as if
from an external source. Symbol itself is, of course, external to the beholder — “an
externally perceived sign,” to be exact — but “works mysteriously on the human
consciousness so as to suggest more than it can clearly describe or define.””* Dulles
describes this power variously, as the ability to “evoke” meaning, the power to suggest
meaning by working at the level of the imagination and emotions, even occasionally as a
power that operates beneath the level of conscious awareness. Symbols, he writes,
“speak to man existentially and find an echo in the inarticulate depths of his psyche.”

The evocative power of the symbol enables it to “convey a latent meaning that is
apprehended in a nonconceptual, even a subliminal, way.”"?

The power to evoke, or draw forth, meaning from the beholder corroborates the
power of the symbol to communicate an abundance of meaning. If the meaning of the
symbol were “explicitly stated” (as is the case with a simple indicator ), it could be no
more than singular. As it is, however, the symbol’s meaning is comprehended by its
beholder “not by discursive reasoning but by a kind of synthetic insight.”73 It has the
power to suggest and evoke, rather than simply impart, meaning precisely because its
realm of influence is not limited to the cognitive faculties. Because, in other words, it

“addresses itself not simply to the senses and the abstractive intelligence, but to the entire

™ Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 55-56.
2 Dulles, Models of the Church, 20.
"3 Dulles, “Symbol in Revelation,” 662.
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human psyche.”’* Symbol does not reach out to communicate meaning to an un-moved
beholder; it functions symbolically only when the beholder enters into the symbol and
submits to its evocative influence. “The symbol changes the point of view, the
perspectives, the outlook of the addressee. They grasp what is meant by sharing in the
1.7

world indicated by the symbo

4. Four Distinctive Properties

After many years of study, and a great many publications, on symbolic
communication and its function within a theology of revelation, Dulles came to his most
systematic treatment in Models of Revelation. As Dulles built his case for the advantages
of the symbolic-communication model of revelation a key passage sought to draw out the
striking parallels that can be discerned in the functions and effects of revelation and

1.”° Dulles focuses in this passage on what he considers the four most distinctive

symbo
properties of symbol: participatory knowledge, transforming effect, influence on
commitments, and expanded awareness.

a. Participatory Knowledge

“In the first instance,” says Dulles, “symbolic knowledge is . . . participatory and
implicit.””" Passive speculation does not allow the symbol to function as a medium of

communication, thus it gives “not speculative but participatory knowledge — knowledge,

4 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 2.

7 Dulles, A Church to Believe In: Discipleship and the Dynamics of Freedom (New York: Crossroad,
1982), 47.

76 See Models of Revelation, 136-137. These advantages, along with reviews and critiques from peers in
the academy, will be examined in more detail as part of Chapter three, below, on Dulles’ revelation
theology.

7 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 47
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that is to say, of a self-involving type.”"®

While the knowledge achieved via participation
in the symbol is not permanently restricted to the implicit, it does originate as implicit,
tacit awareness. It is “only through a subsequent process of reflection” that it is able to
“become, in some measure, objective and explicit.”’® The symbol communicates by
inviting the beholder to become part of the world of meaning it creates, and to submit,
willingly, to its evocative power. In allowing the symbol to operate within the intellect,
imagination and emotions the beholder becomes part of the symbol and the community
which sustains it. In such submission, the symbol becomes powerful and communicative,
thus “to enter the world of meaning opened up by the symbol we must give ourselves; we
must be not detached observers but engaged participants.”®® For Dulles, this is especially
true in the case of revelatory symbols: “the symbols by which God discloses himself have
a significance that can be perceived only by a person who submits to their power.”® The
theory of symbolic-realism that Dulles advocates insists that there are elements of reality
and truth that are simply inaccessible to the intellect alone. “By eliciting participation,”
however, symbol can engage all the faculties of the human person, and “convey a richer
and more personal apprehension of reality in its deeper dimensions than nonsymbolic
language can do.”®

Furthermore, because symbol yields its meaning only through participation, it

must be understood as an event — an encounter with transcendent reality — and not simply

an object. “A symbol is never a sheer object,” Dulles urges. “ It speaks to us only

8 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 136.

7 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 47.

80 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 133.

8l Dulles, “From Symbol to System,” 44.

82 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 66.



36

insofar as it lures us to recognize ourselves within the universe of meaning and value
which it opens up to us.”® On this point Dulles follows liturgist Nathan Mitchell, and
quotes him approvingly: “A symbol is not an object to be manipulated through mime and
memory, but an environment to be inhabited. Symbols are places to live, breathing
spaces that help us discover the possibilities that life offers. . . . To put the matter
succinctly, every symbol deals with a new discovery and every symbol is an open-ended
action, not a closed-off object. By engaging in symbols, by inhabiting their environment,
9984

people discover new horizons for life, new values and motivation.

b. Personal Transformation

Secondly, and following perhaps very naturally from the necessity of the observer
to participate in its meaning-world, symbol has the power to transform the beholder in
profound and comprehensive ways.2® So profound, in fact, that Dulles does not hesitate
to describe this transformative effect as a type of re-creation or re-birth, claiming that
symbols, like “the twisted imagery of the seer, the denunciation of the prophet, and the
joyful tidings of the apostle,” are empowered to produce “the new life of which they
speak.”® Neither is the transformative power of the symbol subtle. Dulles notes also
that Christian symbols, at least, “call for openness; they both demand and make possible

a radical change in the hearers’ attitudes and behavior.”®’

% Ibid., 61.

8 Nathan Mitchell, “Symbols Are Actions, Not Objects,” Living Worship 13, no. 2 (February 1977): 1-4 at
1-2, quoted in Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 61.

& Dulles, Models of Revelation, 136-137.

8 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 72.

87 Dulles, The Craft of Theology: From Symbol to System (New York: Crossroad, 1992; expanded edition
New York: Crossroad, 1995), 21.
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Furthermore the transformation brought about by a submission to and
participation in the symbol is comprehensive: the whole person, and not only one
faculty, is changed in an open and participatory encounter with symbol. In the first place,
symbols “have an aesthetic appeal, and are apprehended not simply by the mind, but by
the imagination, the heart, or, more properly, the whole man.”® Dulles elaborates further
that the symbol “speaks not only to the reflective intelligence but to the entire human
psyche. It arouses deep emotional experience, releases hidden energies in the soul, gives
strength and stability to the personality, establishes strong loyalties, and disposes a man
for consistent and committed action.”®® Some of these specific transformations will be
discussed under their own headings, below; for now let it suffice to say that the personal
transformation effected by the symbol reaches beyond knowledge and emotion, beyond
imagination and the psyche, to worldview, decision-making, and action.

Finally, the transformative power of the symbol at times manifests itself as
healing. This healing can take the form of unifying diverse, and apparently incompatible
realities, within its multivalent nature, “thus enabling human life to be integrated into the
totality of being.”® In other instances, the transformation wrought by symbol works to
restore loyalties, attachments or aspirations, or reorient those that have become unhealthy
and destructive, and elevate the beholder’s perception of reality to the level of an

integrated whole.” Dulles points out specifically how the practice of psychotherapy has

88 Dulles, Models of the Church, 20.

8 Dulles, “Symbol in Revelation,” 663.

% Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 63.
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appropriated the use of symbols to “transform consciousness” and in the process heal the
sick personality.”

C. Strengthened Commitments

Thirdly, the powerful personal transformation brought about through an encounter
with symbol reinvigorates commitment to the mission and values of the community, and
to the community itself. According to Dulles, the symbol “stirs the imagination, releases
hidden energies in the soul, gives strength and stability to the personality, and arouses the
will to consistent and committed action.” This long list of effects on the commitment of
the symbol’s beholder is rather lofty; but a brief consideration of the effects of a national
flag, a sports emblem or even a corporate logo, validates them. Thus Dulles can
summarize, “For this reason all important social and political movements have felt the
5593

need to equip themselves with appropriate symbols.

d. Expanded Awareness

Finally, the fourth distinctive property of symbol appropriated by Dulles is an
expanded awareness of reality that rises to the level of conscious thought through
encounter with symbol: “symbol introduces us into realms of awareness not normally

accessible to discursive thought.”*

Thus the “new awareness” created by the symbol is
not only an awareness previously undiscovered or unknown, it is rather undiscoverable in

the absence of the symbol’s unique combination of effects.

92 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 136-137; quoting Victor White, a student of Carl Jung. Cf. White, God
and the Unconscious (Cleveland, Ohio: Meridan Press, 1952), 233-34.
93 .
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In the case of religious symbols, specifically, the divine reality behind the
symbol’s sensory sign, gives the expanded awareness a decidedly revelatory character.
Biblical symbols, for example, “impart a tacit, lived awareness of the God who has
manifested himself of old,” Dulles writes. “Symbols . . . arouse a genuine awareness of
the divine itself — an awareness that always surpasses all that we can say about it.”*
While this awareness may not in some cases approach the conscious understanding that
comes from explicit doctrinal propositions, it is nonetheless powerfully felt, experienced,
and therefore often more deeply and personally appropriated. Those who embrace the
symbol by participating in the world of meaning it creates and submitting themselves to
be transformed by their encounter with the reality signified, “are able to apprehend

reality, as it were, through the eyes of their predecessors in the faith.”®

5. Revelatory

The revelatory character of symbol is developed and discussed in much more
detail in chapter three, which is focused on Dulles’ doctrine of the necessity of symbol
and symbol’s particular mode of communication, for an adequate theology of revelation.
Here, | will simply seek to provide the groundwork for that discussion by sketching out
some specifics of the revelatory aspects of symbol in Dulles’ theology.

The discussion above regarding symbol’s power to create a “new awareness”
focused on presenting Dulles’ view that this new awareness is very often an awareness of
God Himself. In such cases, it is no stretch to speak of a certain revelatory element in the

symbol’s overall effect. The new awareness may not be sufficiently explicit to merit the

% Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 70.
% Dulles, Craft of Theology, 24.
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term revelation, as that term is usually understood and applied, but it is sufficient for
Dulles to claim that symbols as such are in some sense revelatory,” in so far as they
“communicate levels of meaning and reality that are not accessible through immediate
experience or conceptual thought.”®’

While such symbols are “in some sense revelatory,” they are not yet what Dulles
defines specifically as fully functioning “revelatory symbols,” that is, “those which
express and mediate God’s self-communication.”® Before a symbol can ascend to this
definition it must first be properly interpreted. It was argued above that in Dulles’
thought, revelation does not exist as revelation unless it is accompanied by an
authoritative interpretation, hence it follows that what he terms “revelatory symbols”
have the same requirement: “The symbol becomes revelation only when interpreted.”®

Furthermore, even symbols that have been properly and authoritatively
interpreted, are only revelatory if they retain a discernible distinction-in-expression from
the divine reality to which they point. “For those who fail to recognize the infinite
distance between the revelatory symbol and the divine, the tension that gives life to the
symbols collapses and the symbols lose their eloquence.”® Thus while Dulles
recognizes that according to the New Testament, Jesus Christ is “the supreme religious
symbol,” he also cautions that “for Christ to be effectively a symbol for us, He must be

manifested for what He is.”*®" If the distinction between Christ as symbol and Christ as

symbolized is blurred, the truth of the symbol is diminished and its connection with

o7 Dulles, “Symbol in Revelation,” 663.
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reality obscured; the symbol disappears and no longer functions symbolically for the
community of faith.

6. Communal and Ecclesial

The community of faith, just mentioned, is a crucial component to the reality of
symbol in Dulles’ theology. Symbol’s do not exist — neither arise, nor function — in the
absence of the shared history, tradition, and mission that form communal identity. Dulles
quotes C. H. Dodd to emphasize this point: symbols, according to Dodd, “derive their
significance” from a “background of thought.”102 This “background of thought,” of
course, is created by the shared experiences, values and history of the community.
Without this common point of reference, the symbol could not communicate meaning
reliably. Dulles recognizes that, given the necessity of interpretation, and of a shared
“background of thought,” the symbol’s communal character also requires a stance of
individual humility vis-a-vis the community: “Because the symbols of faith cannot be
reliably interpreted except from within the community of faith, submission to the
community and its leaders is still necessary to gain access to the Christian heritage.”103
This comment is obviously framed in terms of religion and faith, but the point is
applicable to any community and its symbols.

Not only is the community essential for a particular sign to function as symbol,
but, Dulles claims, the system of symbols is likewise essential for the identity and

preservation of the community. Dulles makes this point forcefully: “religions are

predominantly characterized by their symbols. The Christian religion is a set of

102 Ibid., 5. Reference is to Dodd, The Interpretation of the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge, Eng., 1958), 137.

103 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 106.
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relationships with God mediated by the Christian symbols.”** This is a strong statement
in favor of the view that symbols are not incidental to communal life, but are essential to
its existence. Furthermore, in the absence of some structure with which to preserve the
way of life characteristic of a community’s identity, that identity would be at risk of
disappearing. Thus, “The Catholic church as a whole must have a system of meanings,
historically transmitted, embodied in symbols, and instilled into its members so that they
are inclined to think, judge, and act in characteristic ways.”*®

There is a strong sense of synergy in the relationship between a community,
ecclesial community perhaps most particularly, and its symbols. The community gives
rise to symbols by providing the context — the shared history, experience and identity —
within which the symbol can achieve meaning or significance; gives the symbol its power
by submitting to its invitation for participation in its world of meaning, and interpreting
its communication into a meaningful encounter with a transcendent, divine reality. The
symbol, on the other hand, forms, strengthens and preserves the community; gives the
community its identity and facilitates the transmission of doctrines, practices, values,
identity and mission from one generation to the next. This “process of handing on the
faith,” Dulles asserts, “is carried out primarily through symbolic forms of
communication. One comes to faith by dwelling in the symbolic network created by the
past and present community of believers. The truth of faith becomes tacitly known by

participation or conviviality within this community.”°

104 Dulles, Craft of Theology, 19.
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7. Concrete and Historical

Finally, the symbol is both a concrete, and an historical, reality. This of course is
not to deny that the reality behind the “sensible sign” of the symbol is a transcendent
reality, or that a symbol which arises in a particular historical epoch can continue to
function symbolically far beyond its originating era. It is meant rather to emphasize that
this transcendent character of the symbol must be balanced by a corresponding
concreteness, if it is to function as symbol at all. It is because of their unique
combination of transcendence and concreteness that “Religious symbols . . . imply
something about the real order of things.”107

Furthermore it must be situated in a particular historical context, at least as to its
origin, if the community for which it functions is to be able to discern its meaning; it
must be an element of sensible, tangible, reality — whether that is object, event, person or
something else — that is sufficiently concrete to arrest the attention of the beholder, and
draw that beholder into meaningful participation and contemplation.

Symbols only achieve existence so long as the reality symbolized remains
transcendent and unreachable by the ordinary faculties of discernment. If that reality
were to by some circumstance lose its transcendence, there would be no more need for
symbol. Thus, according to Dulles, Religious symbols are not permanent or eternal.
“When the Church enters into its final glory,” he clarifies, “the economy of symbols will

pass away and yield to an immediate vision of the reality signiﬁed.”108

to7 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 66.
108 Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 90.



44

C. Sacrament

In the introduction to this chapter, I cautioned the reader that the “foundation
stones” upon which Dulles’ theology is built are often tightly interrelated, so much so in
certain instances that it is not fruitful to try to isolate one entirely from the others.
Dulles’ doctrine of sacrament is one such instance, as it is rarely described without
reference to the church. This, of course, of itself, has something to say about the
doctrines of both sacrament and church, and there will be ample opportunity to look
closely at their relationship both in this chapter (“Act of the Church” in this section, and
“Sign, Symbol, and Sacrament” in the next), and especially in the next chapter,
concerned specifically with Dulles’ sacramental ecclesiology. For now, however, the
concept of sacrament, its function and its use within Dulles’ theological system can be
presented, mindful that the frequently referenced concept of the church has yet to be set
forth.

While still certainly foundational, sacrament is a less central concept for Dulles’
theology as a whole than symbol. Sacramental theology as such is not a point of focus
for Dulles, as is fundamental theology and ecclesiology; rather his theology of sacrament
developed more as an application of a theology of symbol to the reality of the church, in
service to his symbolic-realist worldview, and his enduring conviction of the sacrament’s
power to reconcile conflicting ecclesiological trends.

Like symbol, which was for Dulles a narrowing of the category of sign —a
special, particular type of sign — sacrament is a narrower category, or special type, of
symbol. Dulles did not, however, construct his sacramental theology upon symbol as if

ex nihilo. Classically trained during his Jesuit formation in both philosophy and
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theology, Dulles had a solid grounding in the sacramental theology of the schools, of
Trent, and Vatican I. He was steeped in the tradition and well prepared to receive and
incorporate into his own theological thought the teachings of Vatican Il on sacrament and
the sacramental nature of the church. In 1986 Dulles offered the following succinct
summary:

Sacrament . . . is a somewhat technical concept having four characteristics

taken from sacramental theology. It means a reality founded by God in

Christ, a visible sign of an invisible grace, a true embodiment of the grace

that it signifies, and an efficacious transmitter of the grace signified and
embodied.'%

These four characteristics provide a useful guide to bear in mind as the various significant
elements of Dulles’ theology of sacrament are presented.

1. The Sacramental Sign

Within the sign-symbol-sacrament schema which seems to characterize Dulles’
approach, sacrament is clearly most closely associated with grace, and in particular, the
communication of grace. This communication, however, is accomplished in some
mysterious manner via the sacrament’s efficacious sign. While the sacramental sign is
also a symbol, when Dulles is most precise he conceives of the two signs as associated
with subtly, but significantly, different realities. “The terminology of sacrament,” says
Dulles, “generally has reference not so much to revelation as to the communication of
grace and sanctification. For the communication of revelation, symbol is perhaps a better
term.”™*® While both revelation and grace can be described as a communication of God’s

self, revelation in Dulles’ system is generally understood to be a communication of the

109 Dulles, “Community of Disciples as a Model of Church,” Philosophy & Theology 1, no. 2 (Winter
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divine life and reality in such a way as to increase knowledge, awareness, understanding,
and so on. Sacrament on the other hand is a communication of the divine life in such a
way as to increase sanctification and effect salvation. An understanding of the complex
reality of the sacrament — its visibility, its instrumentality, its ecclesial and
communicative nature — begins with the sacramental sign.

a. Sign of Grace

Dulles makes the importance of “sign” for the sacramental reality very plain, but
not without an accompanying emphasis on the particularity of the sacramental sign: “a
sacrament is, in the first place, a sign of grace.”**! This is, for Dulles a common theme,
which most fundamentally distinguishes the sacramental sign from other signs, or
symbols: “a sacrament is a sign of the grace which it brings about.”™*? It is both “a sign
of present grace” and a sign of future grace, in so far as it also effects, causes, or
transmits grace.™

The sacramental sign, furthermore, is distinguished from ordinary signs by its
power to effect a presence of its transcendent referent. “A sign could be a mere pointer to
something that is absent, but a sacrament is a ‘full sign,’ a sign of something really
present,” but what is made present in the sacramental sign is grace, “hence the Council of

Trent could rightly describe a sacrament as ‘the visible form of invisible grace.”’114

1 Dulles, Models of the Church, 66.

12 Dulles, The Dimensions of the Church, Woodstock Papers: Occasional Essays for Theology, no. 8
(Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1967), 27.

113DuIIeS, A Church to Believe In, 31. Cf. Karl Rahner, S. J., “The Church and the Sacraments,” in Studies
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47

b. Efficacious Sign

While the sacrament is clearly “in the first place a sign of grace,” Dulles is quick
to balance this with an insistence that it is also a sign of profound and mysterious
efficacy. “The sign itself produces or intensifies that of which it is a sign.” Not only
does the sign produce, or cause the signified reality to become present to the receiver and
the community, but the reality signified in fact comes into its full existence because of,
and via, its expression in the sacramental sign. “Thanks to the sign, the reality signified
achieves an existential depth; it emerges into solid, tangible existence.”**> Sacramental
signs are distinguished as those which render the reality signified as “truly and

59116

efficaciously present,”” ™ and therefore, concludes Dulles, “the councils can also say that

the sacraments contain the grace they signify, and confer the grace they contain.”’
Summarizing Vatican II’s teaching on sacrament, Dulles first notes the council’s
echo of Trent’s canon — a sacrament “contains and confers the grace it signifies” — then
explains what this means for the efficacy of the sacramental sign. Sacrament, according
to this view, “is not a merely cognitive sign, making known something that exists without
it, but an efficacious sign — one that brings about redemption.”*® Karl Rahner’s theology
of symbol, briefly introduced in the discussion of symbol, above, can be discerned as a

subtle subtext running through Dulles’ understanding of the sacramental sign’s potent

efficacy. Rahner’s doctrine of Realsymbol, a symbol through which a transcendent

s Dulles, Models of the Church, 66.

116 Dulles, Craft of Theology, 33.

17 Dulles, Models of the Church, 66. Cf. Trent, Session VII, cannon 6.
118 Dulles, The Reshaping of Catholicism, 139.
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reality realizes itself, or comes to “attain its own nature,” gives rise to the understanding
of the sacramental sign as effecting the sacramental reality’s self-achievement.'*®

C. Instituted by Christ

The sacramental sign is not arbitrarily chosen, for as just noted it is an expression
of the reality signified realizing itself in the sign. The sacramental sign is furthermore not
arbitrary because it was chosen by Christ and given to the community of faith to be a
particular expression of His own divine life: rebirth, forgiveness, sacrifice, communion,
ministry. On Dulles’ reading, Vatican II used the term “sacrament” to refer, in part, to “a
symbolic reality established by Christ.”*?° Exactly what constitutes Christological
establishment has of course been the subject of great dissent since the sixteenth century,
and neither the council, nor Dulles, clarifies it here, though as has just been shown, every
sign that is an expression of the divine life and grace of Christ, bringing that grace to
realize itself in material reality, can ipso facto claim a degree of Christological origin, or
institution.

Dulles goes on to specify that there is a permanence to the sacramental sign’s
Christological origins. In addition to its profound and mysterious efficacy, he writes, we
also know, “from general sacramental theology,” that a sacrament is “permanently
instituted by Christ.” By this Dulles intends to emphasize that the sacrament itself, and
therefore also its sign, are meant to be “an enduring means of salvation.”*?* Christ, the

sacrament’s divine referent, is a living and eternal King and high priest; therefore if the

19 gee Karl Rahner, S. J., “The Theology of the Symbol,” in More Recent Writings, trans. Kevin Smyth,
Theological Investigations 4 (Baltimore, MD: Helicon Press, 1966), 221-252 at 224-230.

120 Dulles, The Reshaping of Catholicism, 139.
121 Dulles, The Dimensions of the Church, 51.
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sacrament is to be understood as genuinely a sacrament of Christ, it must be “a symbolic
reality in which Christ continues to be present and active.”***

d. Expresses the Deeds of God

Like all symbols, it is of the nature of sacrament to express the reality to which it
points, as has just been considered. The sacrament, however, is distinguished from other
symbols by the divine nature of the reality expressed. Because the sacrament is
connected with (and owes its origins to) God, as the last section clarified, it becomes
itself a part of sacred reality. Furthermore this sacred reality “is thereafter looked upon as
a sign which expresses and calls to mind what God has done.”*® The sacrament is a
present, ongoing expression and manifestation of a particular, Christological grace, but is
also a symbol which makes present to the mind and to the community God’s mighty
deeds by which it has come to be. There is, then, an anamnetic character to sacrament
that makes these deeds present for the community of faith, and invites the community to
active, ongoing participation. The sacramental signs are “intended to remind Christians
of what God is doing and wills to have done throughout the world.”*?*

2. Instrument of Grace

Sacraments, it may be said again, are in the first place signs of grace. But they
remain mere signs or simple pointers and do not attain to the level of sacrament unless
they are also, simultaneously, instruments of grace. The two descriptors go hand-in-

hand, and are often used as a sort of theological short-hand for the technical concept of

122 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 270.
123 Dulles, The Dimensions of the Church, 71.
124 Dulles, The Reshaping of Catholicism, 141.
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sacrament. Vatican Il, for example, commonly used this phrase to indicate the
sacramentality of the church. Dulles notes that in the council’s Constitution on the
Church, Lumen Gentium, “The Church was called a sacrament, in the technical sense of a
divinely established ‘sign and instrument’ that really contains the grace it confers.”*?* In
a somewhat stronger passage, he echoes this observation, “As understood by the council,
any sacrament is by its very nature both sign and instrument of grace.”*?
Furthermore, as symbol, the sacrament exhibits many of the characteristics
described above as elements of symbolic reality: “Sacrament may be seen as a
manifestation of mystery, as a source of communion, and as an instrument of
99127

transformation.

a. Means of Grace

Thus sacraments have a complex relationship to grace: “Under one aspect the
sacraments are effects of grace,” Dulles writes, “since they express it, but under another
aspect they cause grace, rendering it really present under symbolic forms.”*?® In this,
causal, sense the sacraments are properly understood as “means of grace,” though Dulles
quickly cautions that this must be understood within a larger context of God’s gracious
acts, so that God does not end up forced to constrain his salvific power and will to
sacramental acts. Too much stress on the sacraments as means of grace can tend to
obscure, for example, the salvific power of the Word of God;'® too little appreciation for

the sacraments as not only signs but also means (instruments) of grace, on the other hand,

125 Dulles, “Imaging the Church for the 1980's,” Thought 56, no. 221 (June 1981): 121-138 at 125. Cf.
Lumen Gentium 1.

126 Dulles, The Reshaping of Catholicism, 142.

27\pid., 195.

128 Dulles, Craft of Theology, 33.

129 Dulles, Revelation and the Quest for Unity (Washington, DC: Corpus Books, 1968), 48.



51

strips the sacraments of their efficacy and reduces them to the level of sacred signs or
pious acts.

b. Transmitter of Grace

Another way of understanding the instrumentality of sacrament is via the concept
of transmission. Dulles uses the terms “transmitter” and “cause” nearly synonymously in
his description of sacramental efficacy, claiming the sacrament is both “a sign of present
grace and a symbolic cause or transmitter of grace.”**® Transmission of grace to my
mind is a somewhat stronger notion, indicating that grace is not only brought into
existence — in general — but is also, through the instrumentality of the sacrament, brought
to reception in the soul of the participant.

Not only is the transmission of grace effected on an individual level, but also on
the level of the community of faith. Dulles hints at such an understanding when he
applies the Tridentine definition of sacrament to the church, describing it corporately as
the “visible bearer of the invisible grace of God.”* As sacrament, “it signifies,
embodies, and carries on the saving work of Christ, who is himself the original sacrament
of God.”*¥ Bearing the grace of God to the world, and making it present to all people
through the ministry of the church is a clear instance of the transmission of grace via

sacramental instrumentality.

130 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 31.
131 bulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 111.
132 bulles, “Community of Disciples as a Model of Church,” 116.



52

C. Occasion of Grace

Recognizing once more the nature of sacrament in Dulles’ theology as a special
type of symbol, it follows that for Dulles sacraments must be more than rituals that work
externally on the recipient. Like symbols, sacraments are not objects, but events. They
are, according to Dulles, “not mere things, but occasions of grace, richly blessed by the
Lord’s promise to come into the midst of those who gather in his name (Mt 18:20).”133
As symbols, sacraments are evocative, participative, and seek to draw the recipient into
the world created by their symbolic expression. In this reception of the sacrament, the
recipient encounters the living God, and the rite itself becomes an instrumental cause, and

occasion, of grace.

3. Channel of Faith

A final element of the sacrament’s instrumentality is its character as what Dulles
terms a “channel of faith.” Sacraments are channels of faith, he writes, because “they
serve to nourish and strengthen the supernatural convictions of those who devoutly
receive them.”*** Again it is clear that what Dulles holds to be true of symbol — in this
case its power to “strengthen convictions” — is also true of sacrament. The clear
emphasis to this point has been on the sacrament’s relationship to grace, as sign and
instrument, rather than to faith. Grace precedes faith in some instances — for example, the
grace of conversion that gives birth to the believer’s “supernatural convictions” when
they do not yet exist. In other instances, as Dulles suggests here, grace presupposes faith.

Though the relationship is always initiated by grace, once grace has been given and

133 Dulles, “Imaging the Church,” 135.
134 Dulles, Revelation and the Quest for Unity, 114.
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responded to in faith, faith can lead to further grace (for example, the worthy reception
of the sacraments), which in turn strengthens and increases faith. It is a relationship of
mutual dependence, but always initiated by the gracious outreach of God.

4. Symbolic Reality

It is by now well established that within Dulles’ system ‘sacrament’ is a special
class of symbolic reality. He contends that this is also what was envisioned by Vatican
II, when it applied the term ‘sacrament’ to the church: “By a sacrament the council

1% Concerning the sacramental effect of the

evidently means a symbolic reality.
transmission of grace, mentioned above, Dulles clarifies that it is specifically symbolic:
sacrament is “a symbolic cause or transmitter of grace.”**® In claiming that the
transmission of grace is symbolic, Dulles does not intend to suggest that it is anything
less than real, and powerful — rather, that the sacraments cause or transmit grace by
“rendering it really present under symbolic forms.”**’ The material form of the
sacrament is symbol, therefore the grace brought about through reception of the
sacrament is given according to the mode of the symbol.

Furthermore, the sacrament has both an individual and a communal aspect to its
symbolic nature. According to Dulles, a sacrament is “a socially constituted or
communal symbol of the presence of grace coming to fulfillment.”**® As a symbolic

reality, sacrament exhibits efficacy for the individual receiver only because the

community has first received and recognized it as a symbolic expression of the divine.

13 Dulles, The Reshaping of Catholicism, 139.
136 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 31.

137 Dulles, Craft of Theology, 33.

138 Dulles, Models of the Church, 67.
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5. Act of the Church

Dulles emphasizes that “As understood in the Christian tradition, sacraments are
never merely individual transactions.”™® His doctrine of the sacramental symbol’s
“socially constituted or communal” nature leads to an appreciation of sacramental acts in
general as “acts of the Church, [whereby] the Christian is brought into a personal and
transforming contact with the God who stands above and beyond all that the Church can
clearly say of him.”**° Drawing on the work of Henri de Lubac, Dulles emphasizes the
close and necessary association of the sacrament’s very heart — its power to confer grace
— to the church: “the sacraments are sources of grace precisely because and in so far as
they draw their recipients into a new or closer union with the Church. All sacraments are,
in the first instance, sacraments of the Church.”*** This is true in a particularly profound,
and perhaps most obvious, way in the Eucharist — the great sacrament of unity. The
teaching, however, extends well beyond the Eucharist: “all the sacraments — and not
simply the Eucharist,” says Dulles, “have an ecclesial aspect. They assimilate believers
to the People of God and give them specific roles and functions within the Body of
Christ.”**

Thus in addition to the personally transformative nature of sacrament, given and
received within the community, there is also for Dulles a structural sense in which to

understand the sacraments as acts “of the church.” The sacraments are “the visible means

139 |big.

140 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 47.
1 Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 113.
142 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 158.
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whereby the Church organically structures itself as the body of Christ.”*** This can be
seen in the sacrament of Holy Orders, of course, which effects a formal, hierarchical
ecclesial structure, but beyond this “Each of the sacraments is a particular actualization of
the Church’s essence and gives an ecclesial grace specific to itself.”** Furthermore,
“Every sacrament binds the individual in new ways to the Church, which is the great
sacrament.”* The sacraments realize their structural effect by giving believers “specific
roles and functions within the body of Christ,” endowing them with the grace necessary
for their particular function.

Sacraments furthermore exhibit an ecclesial nature in so far as they demand
engagement and participation, both by the individual recipient and by the community.
Dulles summarizes Vatican Il (Sacrosanctum Concilium and Lumen Gentium) to this
effect: “sacraments are sacred actions performed in a worshiping community and calling
for full and active participation. No sacrament achieves its transformative impact when
taken simply as a spectacle.”**® Sacraments, as symbols, yield their grace through
participation in the ecclesial community.

6. Expression of Spiritual Reality

The particularity of the sacrament within the category of symbol has been
suggested at various points in the discussion thus far; it is now necessary to consider that
distinction with greater precision. The essence of the distinction between a secular

symbol such as a national flag, a religious symbol such as the cross, and a sacramental

143 Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 113.
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145 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 220.

146 Dulles, The Reshaping of Catholicism, 125.
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symbol such as the actions, words, and material (water) of baptism, is in the reality that
stands behind the symbol, coming to expression and self-realization through the symbol.

The reality behind the symbol dictates both the existence of the symbol, and its
nature. As Dulles says, a sacramental sign (more properly, symbol) “comes into being
because of the spiritual reality that is contained in it.”**’ Though the reality behind any
symbol is necessarily a transcendent reality, the reality expressed by the sacramental
symbol, Christ Himself, is qualitatively different. It is this reality that is made present,
symbolically but powerfully, in the sacrament. For this reason we can speak of the
sacrament as an expression of spiritual reality in a manner that far exceeds other symbols
—even religious symbols. This expression takes the form of a presence, within the
community and the individual recipient: “The concept of sacrament in Catholic theology
involves not only signification but also the dynamic presence of the reality signified.”**®
As symbol, the sacrament involves an element of material reality, which because of its
function, symbolically and sacramentally, within the community, “communicates the real
presence and power of a spiritual reality — the grace of Jesus Christ in the particular form
55149

signified by the sacrament in question.

7. Word, Communication, Revelation

Sacrament is also, according to Dulles, an instrument of communication. The
sacrament’s nature as “expression” of the divine reality which it signifies has been
emphasized thus far to the exclusion of that expression’s communicative character. In

considering the sacrament’s powers of communication, however, Dulles draws out some

147 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 49.
%8 Bulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 111.
149 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 158.
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further insights into the reality being expressed. In the sense thus far considered, the
reality expressed by the sacramental symbol is the grace of Christ, or Christ Himself in
accordance with the sacrament’s particular form. There is a further sense, Dulles claims,
in which the reality expressed is understood in more revelatory terms: “broadly speaking,
a sacrament can itself be called a word, in the sense that it is a sign expressing the mind

»150 The “mind and intention of God” is a

and intention of God who is at work in it.
notable shift from grace toward knowledge, awareness or understanding — in other words,
toward revelatory language. Indeed, Dulles claims, “When the Holy Spirit is pleased to
speak through the ministry of the Church, the preached word and the sacraments become
bearers of revelation.”™*

Dulles gives two reasons for attributing to sacrament this character of word
(specifically the Word of God), divine communication, and revelation. First, because
symbols have the power to work on both the affective and cognitive faculties, and
furthermore the power to evoke — to bring to conscious awareness what was previously
unrealized — such “symbolic actions, including sacraments, are forms of testimony.”152
By a rather mysterious process the testimony is evoked from within, and yet expresses
the mind and intention of God, giving the testimony a certain revelatory aspect. Second,

given that the sacraments are efficacious signs, effecting that which they symbolize, and

that the sacramental sign is comprised of both words and actions, “the sacraments

150 Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 112.
151 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 92.
152 Dulles, “Handing on the Faith,” 302.
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themselves are instances of Christian proclamation, for in them the word achieves its
fullest efficacy.”™

8. Sanctifying and Salvific

Finally, there is an aspect to Dulles’ theology of sacrament that may be
considered sufficiently evident without special mention — the inherent holiness of the
sacrament and its power to sanctify. While perhaps obvious to some, this sacramental
character is worth mentioning here as it will become significant later on when the concept
of sacrament is applied to the church and the resulting ecclesial sacrament is examined
more closely.

“All the sacraments are holy,” Dulles insists, “and have power to sanctify, but the
Eucharist is ‘most holy’.”*** The power to sanctify is particularly strong in the Eucharist,
as the real presence it effects is holy by its own nature (body, blood, soul and divinity of
Christ) and must therefore drive out all evil. However, all sacraments must in their own
way be holy, for all sacraments are expressions in particular symbolic forms of the grace
of Christ. This grace is by nature holy and the sign is by nature efficacious; thus in so far
as the recipient is disposed to receive the sacramental grace it is necessarily sanctifying.
Dulles once again draws upon Vatican II in support of his claim: “As understood by the
council, any sacrament is by its very nature both sign and instrument of grace, and the

. . . . 1
worthy reception of the sacrament is a source of sanctification.”
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D. Church

Though Dulles himself would most likely have identified his principal interest
and scholarly focus with the questions and issues of fundamental theology — revelation
theology in particular — in the minds of many he is more closely associated with his
ecclesiological work. As a convert to Catholicism, and an active ecumenist for most of
his career, Dulles had much to contribute to an understanding of the church in both
Protestant and Roman Catholic perspectives. His Models of the Church, an attempt to
overcome deeply held ecclesiological divergences, was, by his own estimation, among
the “most commercially successful of [his] books,” remaining relevant and popular today.

Yet in his thought and writings, it is apparent that Dulles approached ecclesiology
from deep within the worlds of revelation theology and symbol. His understanding of the
church is strongly influenced by its relationship to both of those similarly complex and
foundational concepts. Likewise Vatican Il, opening while Dulles was in Rome
completing his theological education, was a profound and enduring influence. He eagerly
embraced the council’s teachings on the communal and sacramental character of the
church, which became central features of his own ecclesiology.

Like the concepts of revelation, symbol and sacrament before it, the concept of
church operative in Dulles’ theology is multi-faceted and complex. An adequate
understanding of its function and use in his theology cannot be limited to any one — or

few — attributes. It is, like revelation, symbol, and sacrament, steeped in mystery.
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1. Mystery

Dulles had no hesitation in presenting the nature of the church as not only
mystery, but divine mystery — a partaker in the mystery of God. He embraced the
explanation from Pope Paul VI’s speech opening the second session of Vatican II: “The
Church is a mystery. It is a reality imbued with the hidden presence of God.”™ In fact,
Dulles discerned “something of a consensus” in the early 1970s “that at the heart of the
Church one finds mystery,” but the consensus of which Dulles speaks further holds that,
“the innermost reality of the Church — the most important constituent of its being — is the
divine self-gift.”>" Dulles’ ecclesiology, taken as a whole does not fall prey to a
divinization of the church. Other passages that will be presented in due course prevent
such an understanding. Here, however, he is insistent upon the church’s character as a
divine mystery, a community which draws its life from the grace (self-gift) of God.
“Theologically,” he concludes, “the term ‘church’ refers to the mystery of Christ as
realized in the community of those who believe in him and are assembled in his name.”**®

There are certain implications of an understanding of the church as being, in its
innermost realty, a mystery: As mystery, the church “is not fully intelligible to the finite
mind of man . . . the reason for this lack of intelligibility is not the poverty but the
richness of the Church itself.” Like symbol, the mystery of the church is a reality
characterized by a plenitude or overabundance of meaning, far beyond the capacity of

finite minds to receive. One cannot step outside the church and comprehend it as though

156 Dulles, The Dimensions of the Church, 6.
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it were an external object, “because we are involved in it; we know it through a kind of
intersubjectivity.” >

“The mysterious character of the Church has important implications for
methodology,” as well, continues Dulles. “It rules out the possibility of proceeding from
clear and univocal concepts, or from definitions in the usual sense of the word.” **
Instead of concepts, therefore, Dulles turns to “images” as a tool to “illuminate the
mysteries” of the church. Models of the Church was born of this understanding, as
Dulles recalls “Father Weigel had convinced me that the Church as a mystery could not
be contained under any conceptual definition. Rather, it should be designated by a
variety of images and metaphors, each of which captured certain limited aspects of the
complex reality.”*® In Models Dulles sought to do just that — filtering the limited aspects
of the church’s mystery ‘captured’ in the various images proposed by contemporary

ecclesiological schools, in order to construct a greater understanding of the full reality.

2. Multi-Dimensional Reality

One of Dulles’ more distinctive contributions to ecclesiology came in 1967, in a
book entitled The Dimensions of the Church. Chapter one of this work describes the
church under the rubric of four “dimensions” — Length, Width, Breadth, Height.'*> By
height, Dulles meant that by which the church shares in the divine life. The church is, in
this dimension, an intimate union of the human with the divine. Dulles uses this

dimension to emphasize the ecclesial reality as a spiritual community of grace — Christ’s
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mystical body animated by the Holy Spirit.®®* The depth of the church indicates that by
which the church shares in the brokenness and sinfulness of its members; it references the
misery of the church on Earth, balancing out the splendor of the church in heaven.
According to this dimension the church is “an assemblage of [persons] who always fall
short of what God requires of them, and who therefore need forgiveness.”** The
dimension of ‘width,’ is the church’s catholic, or universal dimension — the dimension
that incorporates the possibility of universal salvation. According to this dimension, “we
must speak of two distinct ways in which the Church can be present and active. On the
one hand, there is an institutional presence of the Church in historical continuity with the
ministry of Christ its Founder. . . . short of this, there is an active presence of the Church
even among those who have not yet been confronted with the forms of creed and cult

185 Finally, the ‘length’ of the church is a

historically deriving from Jesus Christ.
reference to its temporal endurance. Dulles notes that Vatican II, “firmly teaches that the
Church will fully achieve itself in heaven,” therefore, continues Dulles, “we should look
upon the Church, above all else, as the communion of saints with one another and,

through Christ, with God.”*®

3. Community

In certain passages, Dulles presents his conviction of the communal nature of the

church simply and forcefully, for example, “The Church is a union or communion of men
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with one another through the grace of Christ.”*®" Other passages focus on particular
elements of this communal reality. It is, for example, a community that draws upon its
symbolic character as an aid to its evangelistic mission: “The Church, as a ‘sign raised up
among the nations,’ is the community of those who have been drawn, and who wish to
draw others, into Christ’s own way of life.”*®® It is both a community characterized by
divine grace, as has been said, and yet decidedly human. Dulles clarifies that “in spite of
the assistance of the Holy Spirit,” and although according to Vatican II it is “by no weak
analogy . . . compared to the mystery of the incarnate Word,” nonetheless ‘“the Church,
as a human community, is not, in the strict sense, a continued Incarnation of the Word,
nor is it, properly speaking, an Incarnation of the Holy Spirit. It is a group of graced but
humanly limited, often sinful, men and women like ourselves.”®® Furthermore, the
community of the church is a sociological as well as theological reality: “Sociologically,
the term ‘church’ would designate any group of men who consider themselves to be, and
are considered to be, followers of Christ. Theologically the term ‘church’ refers to the
mystery of Christ as realized in the community of those who believe in him and are
assembled in his name.”*"

In 1986, Dulles devoted an article to an exploration of a particular view of the
church’s communal character. Based on “a passing remark,” in Pope John Paul II’s

encyclical, Redemptor Hominis, in which he described the church as a “community of

disciples,” Dulles found this to be a worthy addition to the ecclesial models he identified
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in Models of the Church.'"* A year later, in 1987, the revised edition of Models of the
Church was published, with an additional chapter on the church as “community of
disciples.” Dulles was drawn to this particular take on the communal character of the
church for several reasons. First, “it calls attention to the ongoing relationship of the
Church to Christ, its Lord, who continues to direct it through his Spirit;” secondly, it has
a strong basis in both Scripture and Tradition; and finally, Dulles finds it to be a “broadly
inclusive” model, with potential for “building bridges” to the other models and therefore
serving as the basis for a “comprehensive” ecclesiology.'”® Dulles did not go on to
develop such a comprehensive ecclesiology based on this model, but, along with the
sacramental model, embraced it as most capable of serving in that capacity.

4. Authoritative Interpreter

Dulles recognized that there are many means by which God communicates to His
children, among them those that have been presented here — religious symbols,
sacraments, and especially revelation. In each of these cases, however, Dulles also insists
that there must be an interpretation before there can be an actual communication, let
alone a divine revelation. Not only that, but the reliability of the communication is
dependent upon the reliability of the interpretation. In the absence of an inspired
interpretation, the resulting communication is subject to human error. For Dulles, this
inspired, and thereby authoritative, interpretation is supplied by the church. The church
has developed “methods of effectively differentiating between truth and error,” Dulles

claims, “through its grasp of the total symbolic system, through its long experience of the

71 30hn Paul I, Redemptor Hominis (March 4, 1979), no. 21.
172 Dulles, Models of the Church, 206-207.



65

Christian life, through its scholarly disciplines, its ecclesiastical structures, and the
ongoing assistance of the Holy Spirit.”*"® For this reason “Christ committed his message
not simply to individuals but, first of all, to the Church, the community of faith.”
Revelation is given to the church to protect and transmit, faithfully and without error, and
99174

thus “it is the whole church today that guards and transmits the apostolic teaching.

5. Mediator

The mediatorial role of symbol in Dulles’ theology is well known, and there will
be occasion to examine that closely in chapter three. Less well known is the manner in
which the church, for Dulles, also fills a mediatorial role. Specifically, he writes, “we
understand the Church as expression and mediator of God’s gift in Jesus Christ.” While
“the essential reality of the Church is indeed a matter of revealed truth,” the church still
must adapt to changing contexts, cultures and needs of its members and of the world. “It
must be responsive to the demands of the times, for it has to signify and mediate God’s
grace to different groups of people, in accordance with their particular gifts, needs, and
capacities.” "> The mediation of the church is therefore, in this view, a translation of
sorts — an offer of the gift of divine grace, given to the church in Christ, to all nations and
peoples of the world in a manner they are capable of receiving it.

Dulles is careful to point out however, that the church, as mediator, is not an
intermediate step between God and humanity. “She does not present herself as a third

party, interposing herself between the faithful and their Lord, but as a bridge or meeting

173 Dulles, “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 67.
174 Dulles, “Handing on the Faith,” 299.
175 Dulles, “Imaging the Church,” 121.
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ground.” The church is a mediator because “she participates in the extremes which she
unites.”*"®

6. Sign, Symbol and Sacrament

For Dulles the church can be described, according to its various functions and
capacities, by all three of these concentric realities: sign, symbol, and sacrament.
Because the church is not strictly an invisible reality — as is sometimes claimed,
stemming from the Reformation debates'’” — it is always a sign of some kind. It is not
always, however, a “full sign,” nor does it even always indicate accurately the reality
signified. According to Dulles, “it goes without saying that the Church is never a perfect
sign. Made up of human beings who are frail and sinful, it is to some extent a
countersign. In its historical and empirical realization, it always falls short of the divine
idea of what it ought to be.”*”® The church is most fully realized as sign, he continues,
“when its members are evidently united to one another and to God through holiness and
mutual love, and when they visibly gather to confess their faith in Christ and to celebrate
what God has done for them in Christ.”*"®

The church is therefore a sign, an indicator to all of the enduring presence of
Christ in the world and God’s love for the world. It is a visible community that one can

point to, examine, participate in and experience. But it is also an efficacious sign, “an

effective sign of Christ in the world,” that “elicits and deepens the faith of its own

176 Dulles, Revelation and the Quest for Unity, 114.

Y7 bulles devotes an article to this subject early on, as a aid to Catholic priests for understanding the

differences between Protestant and Catholic conceptions of church. See Dulles, “The Protestant Concept of
the Church,” The American Ecclesiastical Review 132 (January - June 1955): 330-335.

178 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219.
178 Dulles, Models of the Church, 68.
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members.”*®® As a sign that is effective, evocative and transformative, it is most
certainly a symbolic reality. The symbolic reality of the church, like its sign, takes

55181

various forms in Dulles’ thought. It is “a symbolic embodiment of the Kingdom;”™"" a

99182 and

symbol of Christ, pointing to and actualizing “what God tells us through his Son;
it is a “real symbol,” with reference to Rahner again, “charged with the power of the
divine life within her.”**® The symbolic nature of the church allows its members to
encounter and experience something of the reality of God, particularly in the Incarnate
Son. “The Church reveals God not so much by what it says about him as by what it
iS.”184

Furthermore, the church is, in various ways, understood as a sacrament. This will
be the focus of chapter two, below, so it needs only a brief introduction, but as a
pervasive theme in Dulles’ thought, it must be included, at least in outline, in this survey
of his ecclesiology. “By very definition,” he insists, “the Church is, under Christ, the
universal sacrament of salvation or, in other words, the sacrament of Christ in the
world.”*® The church is sacrament, in part, because it is an expression of the grace of
Christ, who is himself the “fundamental sacrament.” The church shares in the
sacramentality of Christ by, as Vatican II has said, no small analogy: “The Church,

analogously, is a sacrament or symbolic reality which prolongs in time and space the

event of God’s merciful approach in Jesus.”*® Thus, though the church shares in the

180 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 41.
181 Dulles, Models of the Church, 115.
182 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219.
183 Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 168.
184 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219.
185 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 94.

186 Ibid., 30. Cf. Rahner, Theology of Pastoral Action, trans. W. J. O’Hara (New York: Herder and Herder,
1968), 70-71.
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sacramentality of Christ it does so only analogously — it is a distinct mode of sacramental
expression. It may be called a sacrament, according to Dulles, in so far as it is founded
by Christ, signifies Christ, embodies Christ and carries on his salvific work."®’

The church, finally, is the sacrament of revelation. For Dulles, revelation is an
event, both an offer and reception of the divine self-communication. The church is
essential to that revelatory event, for revelation as a communication from God to
humanity requires a community of faith which will receive and accept it as revelation.'®®
That community, for Dulles, is the church.

Through the sacrament of the church, writes Dulles, “God intimates his presence
and invites us to enter into a transformed life.”** That transformation is not complete,
until it is realized at the parousia, but “In spite of the sinfulness and fallibility of its
members, taken as individuals, we may rest assured that the Church itself will continue to
5190

be, albeit imperfectly, a sacrament or symbolic presence of Christ.

7. Object of Faith, Subject of Faith

Dulles is aware of the difficulties associated with calling the church the “object of
faith,” as if it is on an equal plane with the divine realities in which Christian’s place their
faith. However, he cannot deny that there is an aspect of the church that renders it more
than just the subject of faith. “The Church’s relation to the faith of her members is
complex,” he admits, “even paradoxical.”*** The paradox does not, however, prevent it

from fulfilling the roles of both object and subject of faith. For Dulles, this is possible

187 Dulles, “Community of Disciples as a Model of Church,” 116.
188 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 219-220.

189 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 48.

190 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 221.

1ol Dulles, Revelation and the Quest for Unity, 114.
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because of the church’s mediatory function. The church functions as bridge between the
divine and human, as a meeting ground where the infinite and finite interact. The church
is both object and subject of faith, Dulles writes, because it shares in the functions of both
Redeemer and the redeemed, both believer and believed. In an eloquent passage Dulles
presents the paradoxical reality that gives credence to his claim:

She [the church] can call for faith in her word, and yet tell men to believe

in God alone. She can point to herself as a manifest sign and yet declare

that she is a mystery hidden in God. She implores the Lord for the grace

of faith, and sacramentally imparts the grace which she petitions. . . .The

Church, through her prayers and sacramental action, receives and bestows

the grace whereby she infallibly heralds, and herself indefectibly believes,

on her own assurance, confirmed by the sign of her own vitality, that she

herself is the very people of God, redeemed and sanctified by the most

precious Blood of His only begotten Son.™

Significantly however, Dulles is careful to clarify that one does not believe in the
church as one believes in God. “The Church, for the believer, is not so much an object
believed as an extension of the believing subject. . . .Through faith and sacramental
incorporation, the faithful are taken up into the church — that community which Scripture

and theology designate by the term ‘body of Christ.”'%

8. Expression of Grace

Echoing once more the Rahnerian ontology of grace, Dulles contends that the
church is the visible, social expression of the grace of Christ by which that grace is fully

realized. “Wherever the grace of Christ is present,” he writes, “it is in search of a visible

59194

form that adequately expresses what it is, therefore, “the Church and grace are

192 1pid.

193 Dulles, A Church to Believe In, 44.
194 Dulles, Models of the Church, 71.
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essentially connected.”**® Grace does not “fully achieve itself,” according to Dulles,
unless and until it achieves self-expression “in a palpable and social form.” The church
for Dulles is that visible, social form through which the grace of Christ finds its self-
expression. “The church, as a visible entity, comes into being at the point where
believers in community recognize themselves as recipients of God’s gift in Christ.” In
this sense, “grace itself has an incarnational structure.”%

Unfortunately the grace of Christ does not always find in the church a fully
suitable form of expression. Through the sins and failings of its members the church can
hinder somewhat the expression of grace by which it is, itself, realized, for “the Church
becomes Church insofar as the grace of Christ, operative within it, achieves historical
tangibility through the actions of the Church as such.”™®" These actions can either
facilitate or limit the “historical tangibility” of the grace of Christ, and thereby hinder or

support the church’s own realization.

9. Analogy of the Incarnation

It is one thing to say that grace has an incarnational structure, and therefore the
church is the palpable, social expression of grace. It is another thing altogether to claim
that the church has an incarnational structure. As Dulles notes, “the similarity between
the Church and the Incarnation is real, but the differences must not be overlooked. In the
Incarnation the human element is not a pre-existing person, but the assumed nature, and

the personality is that of the divine Word.”**® Vatican 11 did not claim an incarnational

195 pbylles, The Catholicity of the Church, 111-112.
19 1pid., 111.

Lo7 Dulles, Models of the Church, 69.

198 Dulles, The Catholicity of the Church, 44.
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structure for the church, and neither did Dulles, but recognizing in the church a striking
similarity to the Incarnate Christ, both with divine and human elements in a mysterious
unity, the council did specifically address the relationship. Dulles summarizes its
teaching in Lumen Gentium 8: “The Church, it declared, comprises a divine and a human
element, and for this reason, by an excellent analogy, may be compared to the mystery of
the Incarnation.”

The introduction of analogy into the relationship makes it possible to
simultaneously uphold the similarities and important differences between the two
realities. Dulles continues, “the council went on to say that in Christ, the assumed nature
is united to the divine Word, whereas in the Church the visible society is vivified by the
Holy Spirit. Thus we have a proportionality consisting of four terms: the human nature of
Christ is to the divine Word analogously what the Church as a human society is to the
Holy Spirit.” The Holy Spirit is not incarnate in the church, indeed is not capable of
incarnation; rather “He who sanctified Jesus in his humanity inhabits and sanctifies the
55199

members of Christ, drawing them into union with one another.

10. Human, Visible Institution

It has already been noted that for Dulles, the church is sign, symbol and
sacrament. Early in his career, Dulles looked in some detail at the differences between
Protestant and Roman Catholic conceptions of church. His article was intended primarily
for Catholic priests, as an aid to understanding the dichotomy claimed by Protestants

between a “visible church” and an “invisible church.”®® Dulles rejected the notion on

199 \bid., 45.

200 Dulles, “The Protestant Concept of the Church.”
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two levels: first, he did not accept the dichotomy as legitimate, aligning himself firmly
with the traditional Catholic position of one church comprised of both human (visible)
and divine (invisible) elements; second, he insisted upon both the benefits and the
necessity of the visible elements of the church.

In Models of the Church Dulles develops this appraisal of the visible elements of
the church further, under the rubric of the “institutional model” of the church. He does
not shy away from the criticisms launched against the institutional, hierarchical view of
the church in the wake of Vatican I, in fact he is himself highly critical of it in its more
extreme forms.?®* However, he also does not join in a wholesale rejection of the
institutional model. On the contrary, Dulles upholds the visible, hierarchical, and
institutional elements as essential to the church’s reality. Without these elements there
could be no consideration of a sacramental church (for there would be no sign); there
could be no talk of the church as an analogy to the incarnation; there could be no real
historical continuity or corporate identity.

More importantly, Dulles differentiates between an institutional church, and a

church characterized by institutionalism.?*2

In the former, “The organization of the
Church need not be pitted against its spirit and its life.” Rather, the organization of the
church is necessary to its function, to its mission, and to its ministry, and the visible
structures and institutions (including the institution of the hierarchical church

government) are necessary to the organization. “According to the logic of the

incarnation,” he argues, “the Church will seek always to strengthen its life by appropriate

20L Eor a brief overview of Dulles’ critique of the institutional model, see the summary of ‘assets’ and
‘liabilities’ in Models of the Church, 42-46.
202 See Ibid, 34-35.



73

visible structures. The church will not be an invisible ‘Kingdom of the Spirit,” but a
human institution, similar in many respects to other societies.”*%

11. Recipient of Revelation

Finally, having used an as-yet undefined concept of church in describing Dulles’
theology of revelation in this chapter’s opening section, we now come full circle —
returning to the concept of revelation, this time in service to a description of the church.
In chapter 1V, below, | examine the principally unspoken relationship of church to
revelation within Dulles’ thought and writings; here it is sufficient to limit consideration
to Dulles’ explicit teachings on the church, rather than its individual members, as the
primary recipient of the revelation given in Christ.

He argues that “the Church is the community to which Christ delivered his
revelation.”®® Like the chosen people, Israel, God’s covenant is with the people. His
Word and His salvation come to the community of believers, and through the community
to its individual members. Dulles continues, “Christ committed his message not simply
to individuals but, first of all, to the Church, the community of faith. And it is the whole
church today that guards and transmits the apostolic teaching.”?*®> Dulles does not deny
that God speaks the word of revelation to individuals, only that this is the primary form
of revelation or that the individual receives it without recourse to the instrumentality of
the church. The individual does not receive the revelation of God from the church as if it

were an external gift handed out, such as alms; revelation comes to the individual through

203 1hid, 197.

204 Dulles, “Handing on the Faith,” 302.
2% Ibid., 299.
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his or her participation in the life, worship, ministry, and symbolic world of the church.
As part of the church, the individual receives what the church receives.

Furthermore, “the Church claims to be the bearer of a message of salvation that
would never have entered the minds of the wisest sages of paganism. Paul calls it “a
secret and hidden wisdom of God,” far beyond the dreams of all the rulers of this age (I
Cor 2:7-8).2%® The church exercises this function in order to bring the revelation of God
to the widest possible audience. It does not wish or attempt to keep this “secret and
hidden wisdom of God” either secret or hidden. Rather, it works to proclaim it to all who
would hear: “The Church is an instrument through which God makes his word resound,
and the bishop or priest is one in whom the God-given testimony of the Church becomes

publicly accessible.”?”’

Of the four foundation stones presented in this chapter, the concept of ‘church’ as
it functions in Dulles’ theology has proven to be the most complex. That is, I suppose,
rather to be expected and appropriate. Ecclesial issues were the topic of the greatest part
of Dulles writings, and even when they were not the explicit subject matter they were
seldom absent from the unspoken subtext. Dulles made a conscious effort, not only in his
formal study, Models of the Church, but throughout his writings, to construct a full and
rich understanding of the ecclesial reality. He approached and attempted to understand
the church in as many of its functions and facets as possible, and from as many different
viewpoints as possible, constantly aware that, as his mentor Fr. Weigel had convinced

him, the church is a mystery that cannot be contained under any conceptual definition.

206
207

Ibid.
Ibid., 298.
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Concluding Remarks

This chapter has made no attempt at a comprehensive definition of the four
foundational concepts upon which Dulles built so much of his theology. Rather, by
enumerating the various properties, functions, images and applications of the concepts in
Dulles’ published writings, this chapter has attempted to present a relatively thorough
picture of how these concepts function within his larger theological system.

In the chapters that follow, these four concepts will become two, as Dulles
himself has used them, and then, eventually, one, as I attempt to coax from Dulles’
writings the idea within them that is “struggling to be born.” As the concepts are brought
into conversation with each other and become elements of increasingly complex
theological constructs, it will be helpful to recall their more basic characteristics as
depicted here. Although it has proven impossible to describe the concepts in this chapter
in isolation, the concepts as they have been presented are, at least, in their most basic
form.

Thus armed with conceptual maps of church and sacrament, we turn now to a
close examination of the origin, nature, significance, and critiques of Dulles’ sacramental

ecclesiology.
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CHAPTER II:
ECCLESIOLOGY OF AVERY DULLES: THE CHURCH AS SACRAMENT

A. Introduction

The previous chapter set forth the nature of ‘sacrament’ as understood in the
Roman Catholic Tradition, and specifically in Dulles’ theology, as a particularly potent
type of symbol. In developing his distinction between sign, symbol and sacrament — a
distinction that figures prominently in his theology of revelation, of sacraments, and of
the church — Dulles takes pains to emphasize those qualities which the Catholic tradition
ascribes, and reserves, to that which is properly referred to as ‘sacrament.”*®® Though
sacraments do indeed possess the character of both sign and symbol, the sacrament goes
beyond both. It is an active and efficacious symbol not merely pointing toward or
representing divine grace, but participating actively in making such grace present in the
life and soul of the believer. It accomplishes what is signified by drawing the recipient
into participation in the sacramental reality. The sacrament, like all symbols, points to a
reality beyond itself and invites the participant to experience a world of meaning only
accessible by entering into the world of the symbol. However, unlike non-sacramental
symbols, the sacrament also brings the noumenal reality to which it points into contact
with the phenomenal reality of the participant, rendering it really present within time and
space. It creates a space through which the participant can experience, first hand, the
eternal in the temporal, the divine within human reality. Of particular significance for
Dulles and for our purposes here, the sacrament accomplishes this work, specifically,

through the instrumentality of its rich and profound symbolism. It is the symbolic nature

208 See, for example, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 2-3; Models of Revelation, 131-32.
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of the sacrament that allows it to open up a space within which the human person
encounters the grace of God, receives it, and experiences its transformative power.

In this chapter I will consider the ways in which Dulles has applied his precise
and technical understanding of sacrament to the work and mission, nature and reality of
the church. Along the way I will seek to clarify and critique Dulles’ special affinity for
the sacramental model of the church — an affinity which remained fundamental to his own
ecclesiology throughout his life. Late in his career, Dulles came to embrace an additional
ecclesial model — a view of the church as the “community of disciples” — inspired by
what Dulles characterized as “a passing remark” in the first encyclical letter of Pope John
Paul 11, Redemptor Hominis.?®® However, even after including and developing this model
in an additional chapter of the second edition of Models of the Church, Dulles did not in
any way suggest that the inclusion of the discipleship model mitigated or reduced the
special prominence or conciliatory potential of the sacramental model. The closest he
came to such a statement was to suggest that the discipleship model, similar to the
sacramental model, has “potentialities as a basis for a comprehensive ecclesiology.”?*
An examination of Dulles’ corpus as a whole reveals that a view of the church as
sacramental by nature is personally important and meaningful for Dulles in a way none of
the other models or approaches are. As such, his conviction concerning the sacramental

nature of the ecclesial reality is discernibly operative — if only implicit at times —

permeating his publications from the beginning of his career.

209 5ee John Paul 11, Redemptor Hominis 8. Cf. Dulles, “Community of Disciples as a Model of Church,”
99-120.

210 Dulles, Models of the Church, 207.



78

B. Origin of Dulles’ Sacramental Ecclesiology

The notion that the church is, by nature, a sacramental reality developed gradually
over the first two decades of Dulles’ theological career, though in an implied and nascent
form it could be discerned, just under the surface, from his earliest publications. A
seminal form of a sacramental ecclesiology can be found, for example, in his very early
study of the ecclesiology of St. Cyprian, through which he discovers a subtle embrace
within Cyprian’s ecclesiology of sacrament as an instrument of church unity.211 Though
Dulles makes no attempt in this early publication to directly engage the relationship of
sacrament and church in his own thought, the interest was already present, and the
teaching appeared ready to emerge as Dulles began his formal theological studies.

1. Woodstock College and the Jesuit Theologate

During Dulles’ theologate at Woodstock College (the formal theological training
of Jesuit formation, 1953-1957), two faculty members stood out as particularly
significant influences on both his intellectual and theological formation, John Courtney
Murray and Gustave Weigel, both of whom were sympathetic to the spirit of

ecclesiastical renewal leading up to the Second Vatican Council.?*?

Weigel, especially,
became a theological mentor to Dulles and had a lasting influence on his interests and
development. Reflecting on his theologate many years later, Dulles recalled, “Under the

guidance of Fr. Gustave Weigel | developed a special interest in the act of faith and in

211 Dulles, “Church Unity and Roman Primacy,”33-48.

e Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ, 120 ff. Murray stood personally as an example of the tumultuous
theological climate of the time, having been silenced in 1955 for teachings on religious liberty and the
separation of Church and State that were to be embraced less than a decade later at Vatican Il. Weigel,
likewise, viewed suspiciously by some for his work in the area of Protestant theology, was vindicated by
the council’s encouragement of ecumenical dialogue.
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ecclesiology, two treatises that he taught. At my request Father Weigel guided me in
much of my private reading. After taking me through the entire corpus of Cyprian, he
introduced me to the study of the ecumenical movement, in which Catholics were just
beginning to get involved.””* The introduction proved to be a fruitful one, as Dulles
quickly became involved in ecumenical work, and continued to be active in ecumenical
dialogues for the duration of his career.

Likely harking back to his own liberal Presbyterian religious upbringing,**
Dulles’ interest in a sacramental ecclesiology had much to do initially (and perhaps
always) with his interest in, and commitment to, ecumenism. Early on Dulles recognized
in the concept of “sacrament,” with its visible form and its power to communicate
invisible grace, a tool of great potential benefit for harmonizing the traditionally
Protestant emphasis on the mystical elements within the church with the traditionally
Catholic insistence on its institutional forms. The focused reading of Protestant theology,
guided by Weigel, resulted in the published study mentioned above. Though this study
argued primarily for St. Cyprian’s teaching on the essential and necessary unity of the
individual episcopate and the larger church, it found, significantly, that for Cyprian, there
is a certain sacramental character to this unity — a unity that is central to the identity of
the church.?*®

Weigel himself was actively engaged in research and writing on ecumenism and

Protestant theology, but his influence on Dulles went beyond ecclesiological topics.

213 Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace, 103-4.

214 Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ, 1-13. Both Dulles’ grandfather and paternal great-grandfather were
prominent Presbyterian ministers, and though Dulles’ father, John Foster Dulles did not pursue a career in
ministry, Dulles’ early life at home “was permeated with a religious atmosphere that came from the liberal
Presbyterian heritage of his paternal grandparents.”

215 Dulles, “Church Unity and Roman Primacy in the Doctrine of St. Cyprian,” 35.
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Patrick Carey notes, “Through Weigel, Dulles was introduced to the systematic study of
ecclesiology, fundamental theology, Protestant theology, and ecumenism — abiding
interests throughout his later career as a theologian.”**® Weigel also introduced Dulles to
the writings of Paul Tillich, from whom Dulles recalled he “first learned the importance
of symbol for the theology of revelation.”?*” Eventually Dulles would come to fully
embrace a symbolic realism, “in which reality is held to have a symbolic structure,” and
this would become particularly important for his theology of revelation.”*® It also had
immediate implications for his ecclesiology, however. The combination of interests in
ecclesiology in both its Roman Catholic and Protestant forms, apologetics and
ecumenism, and a view of reality as deeply characterized by symbol, seemed to lead
naturally and perhaps even inexorably, to an understanding of the ecclesial reality as
fundamentally sacramental.

In 1955, the third of his four years of theologate, Dulles published two articles
that provide some insight into his developing realization of the connection between
sacramentality and ecclesial unity: on the one hand, unity within the Roman Catholic
Church; on the other, a means to overcome the dichotomy originating in Reformation

theology between a “visible” and an “invisible” church.**®

218 Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ, 120-121.
217 Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace, 104.

218 Dulles, The Craft of Theology: From Symbol to System (New York: Crossroad, 1992; expanded edition
New York: Crossroad, 1995), 20; cf. Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace, 126, where Dulles reflects on the
thesis of his book Models of Revelation: “I argued in favor of symbolic realism, and . . . therefore found
myself able to affirm the predominantly symbolic character of revelation without minimizing the historical

and doctrinal aspects that were so prominent in Catholic teaching.”

219 On Dulles’ theological education during his Jesuit formation see Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ, 118-

133, esp. 123-126. It is evident from the articles published by Dulles during this time that the problem of
Church unity was of great, and growing, importance to him — both unity within the Roman Catholic Church
and unity among the various Christian denominations.
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In the first article, “The Protestant Concept of the Church,”*? Dulles focused on
the divide between the Protestant and Catholic ecclesiology of the time. Much of the
emphasis is on, first, the recognition by both sides of the dire consequences Christian
disunity has brought to the evangelistic endeavor, and the real desire on the part of both
Protestant and Catholic theologians to not only embrace a personal, “vertical” faith but to
do so within the context of an authentic koinonia or worshipping, believing community.
Dulles does not at this early point posit a sacramental understanding of the nature of the
church itself as an agent of ecumenical progress, but recognizes that there are “essential
aspects” of a New Testament koinonia which are lacking in the present form of
fellowship shared by the members of the World Council of Churches, and these missing
essential elements are “the full common witness and full sharing of the sacramental
life.”**!

Dulles pointed out that the tendency in Protestant ecclesiology “since the time of
Sabatier” (1904), was to speak of two churches — a visible church and an invisible
church.??? He did not accept this dichotomy as legitimate, but was very much aware that
it was real and powerful in the minds of many, particularly Protestant, theologians of the
time,* finding expression in a variety of ways. In addition to the aforementioned

“visible” vs. “invisible” distinction, one could also encounter this divide described in

220 Dulles, “The Protestant Concept of the Church,” 330-335.

221 Ibid., 333, quoting Visser ‘t Hooft, then Secretary General of the WCC.

222 Ibid., 330. The reference is to Auguste Sabatier (1839-1901), French Protestant theologian and scholar
who wrote Religions of Authority and the Religion of the Spirit, published posthumously in 1904. Dulles
was no doubt also familiar with this trend within Protestant ecclesiology on a more personal level, as his
grandfather, Allen Macy Dulles had dealt with similar themes in The True Church - A Study (Historical
and Scriptural), (New York; Chicago; Toronto: Fleming H. Revell Company, 1907).

223 See, for example, Dulles, “The Protestant Concept of the Church,” esp. 330-332. This article discusses
this dichotomy between the “visible” and “invisible” church in some detail, with the purpose of educating
the Catholic clergy of the time on the subject. It is presented as an understanding originating in
Reformation (and especially Martin Luther’s) theology, and as a peculiarly Protestant understanding; one
toward which Dulles is not sympathetic.
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9 ¢

terms of “spiritual” vs. “authoritarian”, “mystical” compared to “hierarchical” or
“institutional”, and at times even the “spiritual” vs. the “social” reality of the church.?*
While a number of these dichotomous pairs were in play in the theological literature of
the time, the root issue remained the same: the question of unity among, vs. distinction
between, the human and divine elements of the church.

However, Dulles also recognized that the situation was changing somewhat, or
softening perhaps, and that more recently there had been a growing interest among
Protestant theologians in the social dimension of the church. Whereas for traditional
Protestant ecclesiology, any social element to the church would, in this schema, have
been relegated to what was considered the ‘visible church’ (the institutional elements of
the church), the softening noted by Dulles was toward a view that the ‘invisible church’
(the mystical body of Christ, or the spiritual elements within the church), was to be
understood not only as individuals in relationship with Christ, but as individuals in
relationship with each other —i.e., a social reality — as well. Dulles noted in fact that “the

relationship between the Church and the churches is perhaps the major issue” in the

Protestant theology of the day.??

224 See ibid., 334: “Hierarchy, and especially the Roman primacy, to [Protestants] imply a blasphemous
substitution of human authority for the interior guidance of the Spirit;” ibid., 330, “Since the time of
Sabatier, it has become fashionable to contrast religions of authority with the religion of the Spirit.
Authority is imposition from above; in tendency, it is hierarchical. The spirit is impulsion from within; in
tendency it is mystical;” and again, “One of the most persistent elements in Protestant theology is the
notion that there exist two Churches — the one mystical or invisible, the other institutional or visible.”
Dulles revisits this theme in many of his writings, for example, in Dulles revisits this theme in many of his
writings, for example, in The Dimensions of the Church, 20, 26-28 et passim; Revelation and the Quest for
Unity, 164; “The Church, the Churches, and the Catholic Church,” Theological Studies 33, no. 2 (June
1972): 199-234 at 203; and of course the more explicit treatments, Imaging the Church for the 1980’s and

Models of the Church.

225 Dulles, “The Protestant Concept of the Church,” 333.
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A second article, taking a more liturgical approach, appeared in the journal
Worship later the same year.?® Here Dulles continued to develop his thought on the
importance of koinonia for an authentic ecclesiology, with particular emphasis on the
profound interdependence of sacramental (Eucharistic) communion and the unity which
defines the koinonia of the church.??” Carey notes that in this article, “Dulles outlined his
own views of the mystical body of Christ as a core part of his understanding of
sacramental unity.”??® In this presentation Dulles began to develop an understanding of
the mutual interdependence of ecclesiology and sacramental theology, asserting that not
only is the Eucharist fundamental for signifying and realizing the “mutual union of the
faithful,” but also that the reality of the church as the mystical body of Christ is an
essential component for understanding what sort of unity is actually accomplished via

Eucharistic communion.??°

For Dulles, the “mutual union of the faithful,” denoted by the
term koinonia, is sacramentally constituted. This is not yet a fully developed sacramental
ecclesiology, but nonetheless represents a significant step beyond the subtle intimations
of his Cyprian study, and toward an understanding of the church, essentially bound up
with sacrament, as a basic theological assumption. The unity of the mystical body is

fundamentally important for understanding “sacrament” just as sacramental efficacy is

fundamentally important for understanding “church.”

228 Dulles, “Church Unity,” Worship 29, no. 9 (October 1955): 509-517.

22T Communio as a description of the communion within the church is taken up by Vatican Il (especially
Unitatis Redintegratio), but the council did not use the term koinonia specifically. For a close study of the
ecumenical use of the term, see Susan K. Wood, S. C. L., “Ecclesial Koinonia in Ecumenical Dialogues,”
One in Christ 30, no. 2 (1994): 124-145. Cf. also The Church as Koinonia of Salvation: Its Structures and
Ministries, Common Statement of the Tenth Round of the U.S. Lutheran-Roman Catholic Dialogue
(Washington, DC: United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2004).

228 Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ, 124.

229 Dulles, “Church Unity,” 510.
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2. Advent of the Second Vatican Council

Historical circumstances further contributed to the creation of an environment ripe
for Dulles’ embrace of a sacramental ecclesiology. As mentioned above, at the time of
Dulles’ theologate at Woodstock and his subsequent doctoral studies at the Gregorian
University in Rome just prior to the opening of Vatican Il, among the most dramatic
Catholic-Protestant divergences on the nature of the church concerned the question of its
visibility. Prior to Vatican Il, a growing number of Protestant theologians were
countering what they perceived to be a long-standing Catholic over-emphasis on the
visibility of the church with what turned out to be a corresponding over-emphasis of its
spiritual, mystical reality.>*° But the nouvelle théologie movement in France, and the
writings of Karl Rahner in Germany, were altering Catholic perspectives both in Europe
and North America.

Dulles was well-versed in, and certainly admired, the writings of Rahner and the
nouvelle théologiens, both of whom argued for a sacramental view of the church.
Looking back on this time in his career Dulles recalled, “my heart was drawn to the
nouvelle théologie which had begun to develop in France at the close of World War 1. |
tried to read as much as I could of authors such as Henri de Lubac, Jean Daniélou, and
Yves Congar, all of whom were retrieving the patristic and medieval heritage in a modern
context.”* According to Carey, Dulles also recalled how he “‘devoured’ ... Rahner’s

articles in Zeitschrift fir Katholische Theologie and the first volume of his Schriften zur

2%0 pylles felt this issue was becoming sufficiently commonplace and serious enough to warrant a focused
response, thus addressed it specifically in “The Protestant Concept of the Church,” an article written for the
benefit of fellow Catholic clergy, published in The American Ecclesiastical Review 132 (January-June,
1955): 330-35.

231 Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace, 104.
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Theologie (1960) before he finished his theological education.”?** As Dulles studied and
published on the subject, he seemed to grow increasingly convinced that a recognition of
the church’s nature as fundamentally sacramental (a sign and instrument of divine grace)
held the greatest potential for reconciliation — or at least growth in understanding —
between those who wished to emphasize the church’s mystical reality but described it in
terms of the unfortunately imprecise notion “the invisible church,” and those who wished
to emphasize its communal aspects and that community’s human reality.”*

The ecclesiological teachings of Vatican Il would prove to be an ally in this

conciliatory quest. Few would dispute this council as the watershed event of Roman

232 Carey, Avery Cardinal Dulles, SJ, 122.

28 See Dulles, “The Protestant Concept of the Church,” esp. 333-334. This is also evident in a number of
the articles collected in Dulles’” A Church to Believe In, particularly “The Church: Witness and Sacrament
of Faith”, 41-52, originally published as “La Chiesa: Sacramento e Fondamento della Fede,” in R.
Latourelle and G. O’Collins, eds., Problemi e Prospettive di Teologia Fondamentale (Brescia: Queriniana,
1980); “The True Church: In Dialogue with Liberal Protestantism”, 53-65, originally delivered as 1979
Presidential Address to the American Theological Society, published as “The True Church: An Exercise in
Theological Nepotism,” in Catholic Mind, 77, no. 1337 (November 1979), 8-22; and “The Church
According to Thomas Aquinas”, 149-169, originally published as “The Spiritual Community of Man: The
Church According to Saint Thomas,” in A. Parel, ed., Calgary Aquinas Studies, 125-53 (Toronto: Pontifical
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1978).

In addition to the previously mentioned 1955 articles, “Church Unity” and “The Protestant
Concept of the Church,” other relevant publications during this period include a 1956 article on one
Protestant approach to revelation, “Paul Tillich and the Bible,” in which Dulles argues for the sacramental
quality of revelation and the authority of the Church in Tillich’s theology, and a 1960 article, “The
Protestant Preacher and the Prophetic Mission,” where Dulles examines the possibility of a sacramental
character to Protestant ordination, particularly around the concept of the votum sacramentum; cf. The
Protestant Churches and the Prophetic Office, Excerpta ex dissertatione (Woodstock, MD: Woodstock
College Press, 1961).

In 1967 Dulles published The Dimensions of the Church (Westminster, MD: Newman Press), in
which he took a close look at the growth in understanding of the Church’s visibility from Bellarmine to
Vatican II, as a growth that came about within the context of Vatican II’s embrace of the sacramental
nature of the church. In “Dogma as an Ecumenical Problem,” Theological Studies 29, no. 3 (Sept 1968):
397-416, Dulles draws upon Rahner’s assertion of the sacramental function of dogmatic language to
propose a way past the ecumenical impasse arising from certain forms of ecclesial dogmatism. A few years
later Dulles undertook a more formal study of the potential for the sacramental ecclesiology emerging from
Vatican II to “illuminate this distinction between the Church as visible society and as community of grace,”
in “The Church the Churches and the Catholic Church.” Dulles’ mature application of a sacramental
ecclesiology to the problem of church unity came in 1974 with Models of the Church, insisting that “the
institutional or structural aspect of the Church — its external reality — is essential,” yet “the institutional or
structural aspect is never sufficient to constitute the church”; rather, these externals “must palpably appear
as the actual expression of the faith, hope and love of living men,” thus, “as a sacrament the Church has
both an outer and an inner aspect” (pp. 68-9).
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Catholic sacramental ecclesiology. Although the concept of church as sacrament may be
encountered in theological writings earlier than the council, it is not until Vatican Il that it
received anything approaching an official sanction as a legitimate, even important, image
of the church.?®* It was approached only tentatively before the council, and is still in the
process of becoming properly understood, let alone embraced, in certain circles even
within Roman Catholicism. Dulles’ appropriation and use of “sacrament” as a
theologically useful, initially, then important, and finally essential image of the church
was sown in the decade leading up to the council, emerged with greater clarity and
strength in the years just after the council’s 1964 publication of Lumen Gentium, and
grew to central importance within his own ecclesiology during his career-long project of
harmonizing various contemporary ecclesiologies.

While the years just prior to the opening of the council saw Dulles directing more
of his energy toward questions related to the nature of divine revelation and ecumenism
than to the nature of the church per se, the advent of Vatican Il brought the issue to the
fore once again. Much of the concern among ecclesiologists leading up to the council

centered on the task of crafting a theology of the church that was faithful to the tradition

%4 For a history of the use of sacrament in reference to the church see Leonardo Boff, Die Kirche als
Sakrament im Horizont der Welterfahrung; Versuch einer Legitimation und einer struktur-
funktionalistischen Grundlegung der Kirche im Anschluss an das Il. Vatikanische Konzil (Paderborn:
Verlag Bonifacius-Druckerei, 1972); Peter Smulders, “L'Eglise sacrement du salut,” in Guilherme Baratna,
ed., L'Eglise de Vatican Il (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1967), Vol. 2. pp. 313-38. Cf. Models of the Church,
63, where Dulles, relying particularly on Smulders, notes that a sacramental ecclesiology was “anticipated
by Cyprian, Augustine, Aquinas, and Scheeben,” and “emerged in full clarity in our own [the twentieth]
century.”

In Principles of Catholic Theology: Building Stones for a Fundamental Theology (San Francisco:
Ignatius Press, 1987), 44 n. 36, Joseph Ratzinger points to several studies in German that also trace this
history: Werner Loser, Im Geiste des Origenes (Frankfurt: Knecht, 1976), 94-99, who, according to
Ratzinger, “points out that as early as 1936, Hans Urs von Balthasar had explored the significance of
Origen’s use of the term “sacrament” as a designation for the Church”; Matthius Bernards, “Zur Lehre von
der Kirche als Sakrament. Beobachtungen aus der Theologie des 19. und 20. Jahrhunderts”, in Mlinchener
Theologische Zeitung 20 (1969), 29-54; and H. Schnackers, Kirche als Sakrament und Mutter. Zur
Ecclesiologie von H. de Lubac (Frankfurt, 1979), esp. 76-85.
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while at the same time sensitive to the ecumenical work that had begun to bear fruit, and
to the potential for similarly fruitful interreligious dialogue. Hence early schemas on the
church which presented its nature in overly institutional, exclusive terms were roundly
rejected, and there could be discerned among the council Fathers a growing embrace of
the language of “koinonia,” or communion, and sacrament to describe the ecclesial
reality. Both of these categories represented a real outreach to non-Roman Catholic
Christians and other people of good will. The category of communion made it possible
for the council fathers to speak of one’s relationship with the church in terms of degree
rather than the all or nothing of times past. The sacramental connotation of the church as
“sign and instrument” — specifically sign and instrument of salvation — presented the
mission of the church as more open, welcoming and beneficent, with an outward-looking
mission toward the salvation of all peoples and nations, regardless of their relationship to
the Roman Catholic Church.

Such talk aligned well with Dulles’ on-going thought and work in ecumenism, as
much of his effort in this regard was directed toward understanding and clarifying points
of divergence and convergence between Protestant and Catholic understandings of
church.?> A year before the council published its Dogmatic Constitution on the Church,
Lumen Gentium, Dulles published Apologetics and the Biblical Christ.>*® In this short

book Dulles anticipated the sacramental language of the council with his description of

2% Bor example, in addition to “The Protestant Concept of the Church” already mentioned, see “The

Protestant Preacher and the Prophetic Mission,” Theological Studies 21 (1960): 544-580; The Protestant
Churches and the Prophetic Office; and “Protestant-Catholic Relations in Germany,” The Epistle 27
(1961): 2-11.

236 Dulles, Apologetics and the Biblical Christ, Woodstock Paper No. 6 (Westminster, MD: Newman
Press, 1963), 43.
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the work of the church using language strikingly similar to that of Lumen Gentium.?" In

an article published a few years later, Dulles himself summarized the argument of the
book as such: “even a New Testament apologetics must take account of the corporate
testimony of the church itself as sign and herald of revelation, and that it cannot achieve
its goal by employing only the objective techniques recommended in positivistic
historiography.”?®

A few months after the promulgation of Vatican II’s Dogmatic Constitution on
Divine Revelation, Dei Verbum, in late 1965, Dulles published a commentary on the
constitution in which he notes that, already at that early date, there had been discernible
growth in ecclesiological circles toward the recognition of the “sacramental dimensions
of Christianity.”?*® He was speaking here most specifically of the bourgeoning
recognition of a certain sacramental character to Christianity in some Protestant writing,
though the comment applies even more strongly to reform-minded theologians within the
Catholic Church, particularly those of the nouvelle théologie school, who had begun to
apply the concept of sacrament not only to the individual rites but to the nature of the
church in general.**°

Two additional publications appeared in the mid-1960s in which Dulles continued

to hone and develop his sacramental ecclesiology. In the wake of the remarkable

237 |bid.

2% Dulles, “Revelation in Recent Catholic Theology,” Theology Today 24, no. 3 (1967): 350-365 at 362.

239 Dulles, “The Constitution on Divine Revelation In Ecumenical Perspective,” The American
Ecclesiastical Review 154 (January-June 1966): 217-231 at 220 n. 3.

240 See, for example, Henri de Lubac, S. J., Méditation sur 1’Eglise, vol. 27, Théologie (Paris: Aubier,
1953); Catholicisme: les aspects sociaux du dogme (Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1947); Yves Marie-Joseph
Congar, O. P., Esquisses du Mystére de I'Eglise, vol. 8, Unam Sanctam, Nouvelle ed. (Paris; Maubourg:
Editions du Cerf, 1953). For a good discussion of the sacramental ecclesiology being developed during this
period by de Lubac and Congar, including Congar’s significant contributions to the council documents, see
Hans Boersma, Nouvelle Théologie & Sacramental Ontology: A Return to Mystery (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2009), esp. Chapter 7, 242-287.
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teachings coming out of Vatican II, his notion of a sacramental character of the church’s
nature had suddenly a much surer footing. “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,”
published in 1966, explored the church’s use of symbol within a sacramental (particularly
Eucharistic) context, beginning with a recognition of the way in which not only Christ,
but also the church, recapitulates and fulfills the rich symbolism of the great events
described in the Old Testament.?** This work marked a move away from the question of
church unity per se toward an investigation of the nature of divine revelation and the role

of symbol in its communication.**?

Nevertheless, Dulles’ developing sacramental
ecclesiology continued to be important, as his investigation of myth and symbol in
revelation served as a way to further and deepen his understanding of the church in
relationship to a sacramental theology and a theology of revelation. Dulles saw each of
these three realities (revelation, sacrament, and the church) as highly imbued with and

dependent upon a recognition of the symbolic nature of reality, beginning with the

unmistakably symbolic language of the Sacred Scriptures.?*®

241
242

Theological Studies 27, no. 1 (March, 1966): 1-26.

This work was anticipated by two publications on the topic of divine revelation, without the explicit
emphasis on the importance of symbol: “The Theology of Revelation,” Theological Studies 25, no. 1
(March, 1964): 43-58, and “The Constitution on Divine Revelation in Ecumenical Perspective,” American
Ecclesiastical Review 154 (January-June, 1966): 217-231. It was followed up with several publications
appearing rapid-fire in which the role of symbol in communicating divine revelation was a prominent
theme: “Symbol in Revelation,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 13, (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967),
861-863; “Theological Table-Talk: Revelation in Recent Catholic Theology,” Theology Today 24, no. 3
(October, 1967): 350-365; Revelation and the Quest for Unity (Washington, D.C.: Corpus Books, 1968);
and Revelation Theology: A History (New York: The Seabury Press, 1969). The project culminated in the
early 1980s with “Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” Theological Studies 41, no. 1 (March, 1980): 51-73
and the first edition of Models of Revelation.

3 Dulles draws from numerous sources, both philosophical and theological, on the nature of myth and
symbol, and their function within religious language, particularly the language of the Christian Scriptures.
Philosophical sources include S. Langer, M. Eliade, I. T. Ramsey, S. Wisse, and E. Cassirer as well as the
highly philosophical theology of Karl Rahner. On the question of the mythical and symbolic in religious
language, especially the language of Scripture, Dulles engages P. Tillich, K. Barth, B. Childs, and J.
McKenzie along with Rahner and a number of voices from the tradition, including Augustine, Aquinas,
Pius IX and XII.
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With this as background, Dulles published The Dimensions of the Church in 1967,
just after the close of Vatican Il. While this work was most overtly concerned with the
changes brought about in Roman Catholic ecclesiology and ecumenism by the council, it
is also important in the current context as a summation of much of Dulles’ thoughts up to
that point on the relationship of church, sacrament and revelation, and as a preparation for
his fuller treatment to come in Models of the Church. After an introductory chapter
emphasizing the expansiveness of the church in dimensional terms (length, breadth,
height, width), chapter two considers more specifically the ecclesial aggiornamento
emerging from the council as evidenced in Lumen Gentium and Unitatis Redintegratio.
Here Dulles summarizes the council’s teaching on the sacramentality of the church’s
nature, intimating much of his own in the process: “Just as a sacrament is a sign of the
grace which it brings about, so the church, rather than containing the totality of salvation,
points toward it, and strives by its prayers and labors to actualize God’s kingdom among
men.”?**

The Dimensions of the Church drew upon Vatican Il (especially Lumen Gentium)
to highlight the similarities between “the sacraments” and the church as it points to
salvation. In the midst of this argument Dulles made his own sacramental ecclesiology
very clear: “the Church itself, as a kind of general sacrament, was evidently instituted by
Christ to be an enduring means of salvation.”?*®
The work was well received with respect to its summary of the important

ecclesiological developments coming out of Vatican 11, but was not universally lauded.?*®

244 Dulles, Dimensions of the Church, 27.

245 Dulles, Dimensions of the Church, 51.

246 Tobias Maeder, for example, in “The Dimensions of the Church: A Postconciliar Reflection,” in

Worship 42 no. 6 (1968): 381, praised the work for giving “a summary, an excellent one, of the
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In an extended review in Una Sancta, David Granskou criticized Dulles’ book for
embracing a vision of church whose borders are too fluid, leaving “no place to be set
aside as specifically sacred, and no specific constitution of the Church ... ordained for all
time.”?*’ This is a surprising reaction from a Lutheran professor, for as Dulles had
recently made clear in “The Protestant Concept of the Church,” the tendency among
Protestant ecclesiologists of the time was to conceive of the true church as the “invisible
church,” and deny that the institutional or structural elements of the church are strictly
necessary, while Catholic ecclesiology was often guilty of overemphasizing the very
“specific constitution of the church” which Granskou found lacking. Granskou’s critique
seems to align with an emergent shift in Protestant theology, even within the context of a
criticism of Dulles’ sacramental ecclesiology, toward recognizing that certain visible,
structural elements “set aside as specifically sacred” are a necessary, constitutive element
of the Christian church.

When the first edition of Models of the Church came out in 1974, a number of
additional significant influences on Dulles’ sacramental ecclesiology became apparent,
including Otto Semmelroth, Edward Schillebeeckx and Paul Smulders.?*® Though the
latest of these authors’ studies referenced by Dulles as supporting a sacramental
ecclesiology appeared in 1966, and thus it may be reasonably assumed that Dulles was at

least aware of their work when he published The Dimensions of the Church, he did not

ecclesiology of Vatican I1, showing how it has changed from pre-Vatican II ecclesiology,” and yet
considered that Dulles succeeded in showing “only inchoatively” what Dulles himself claimed as the
book’s unifying theme: “the Church’s relationship to the total human family.”

2" David Granskou, “A New Party Line,” Una Sancta 25, no. 3 (1968): 98-102 at 102.

248 Semmelroth, Die Kirche als Ursakrament (Frankfurt: Joesf Knecht, 1953); Schillebeeckx, De
Christusontmoeting als sacrament van de godsontmoeting (Bilthoven: H. Nelissen, 1960), appearing in
English translation in 1963 as Christ the Sacrament of Encounter with God (New York: Sheed and Ward);
Smulders, “L’Eglise sacrement du salut” in Guilherme Barauna, ed., L 'Eglise de Vatican II: Etudes autour
de la Constitution conciliaire sur I’Eglise (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1966).
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explicitly appeal to them regarding a sacramental ecclesiology prior to Models of the
Church. In Models, however, he draws upon them initially to support his claim that the
sacramental model or understanding of the church has gained widespread support, and in
other key passages to rebut criticisms of the model, to clarify definitions, and explain the
relationship between the ministerial priesthood, the sacramental sacrifice of Christ, and
the sacramental nature of the church.?*®

Dulles’ project in Models of the Church, while expressing his own mature
sacramental ecclesiology and drawing upon the sacramental ecclesiologies of a number
of other influential theologians of the time, was much more than a re-presentation or
summary of this ecclesiology. Chapter IV of the work did accomplish this much —
explaining what it means to conceive of the church in sacramental terms, the strengths
and potential challenges inherent in this approach, and an exposition — albeit somewhat
implicit — of Dulles’ own understanding and appreciation for an ecclesiology that
incorporates a sacramental view. Dulles goes further, however, to employ this model as a
way to support and embrace the sound theology contained in both the Reformation-era
emphasis on the primacy of the mystical, invisible reality of the church and counter-
Reformation theology’s emphasis on the necessity of its visible, institutional and
communal reality.

Dulles leverages the momentum within the sacramental ecclesiology movement,

provided by high-profile ecclesiologists in growing numbers and the official sanction by

Vatican Il, to demonstrate how these two seemingly irreconcilable emphases can not only

249 On the prevalence of the model among theologians of the time, see Models of the Church, 64. Dulles
references Semmelroth, Rahner and Schillebeeckx in addressing certain critiques of the model on pp. 74-
75; Semmelroth and Rahner to clarify what is meant by “church” in the sacramental approach on p. 1438,
and Semmelroth in his discussion of the sacramental priesthood and the sacramental nature of the church
on p. 167.
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exist in harmony but in fact draw synergistic energies from each other. A view of the
ecclesiological whole as fundamentally sacramental demands both a visible sign (the
sacramentum in the language of the schools), and a mystical reality experienced as divine
grace (the res sacramenti). The sacrament accomplishes the communication of that
grace, according to Dulles, only when both of these elements are present, and operative:
“The Church . . . is not an empty sign; it signifies the reality of grace both within and
beyond itself — the grace given by God, who loves, and wills to save, all men in
Christ.”*° For this reason, while admitting candidly that it is impossible and improper to
attempt to construct one “supermodel” of the church that adequately describes its
mystery, Dulles can nonetheless contend that the sacramental model of the church “seems
to have exceptional capacities for incorporating what is sound in each of the other four
models” and holds at least the greatest possibility for use “as the basis for a systematic
99251

ecclesiology.

3. Symbol and Sacrament

Naturally, Dulles’ sacramental ecclesiology did not develop in a vacuum. As
noted briefly above, Dulles’ interests during his Jesuit theological formation ranged far
beyond ecclesiology, including focused studies on fundamental theology, Protestant
theology, and ecumenism. What has not perhaps been made clear thus far is the fact that
during this same period of theological formation, Dulles was becoming increasingly
interested in the concept of symbol and the function of symbols within human

communication and experience. As a result of these investigations, an ontology of

250 Dulles, Models of the Church, 148.
251 Dulles, Models of the Church, 206.
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symbol developed that would prove deeply influential in every area of his theological
considerations.

Dulles read widely on the nature and modality of symbol, beginning with the
writings of Paul Tillich, which figured prominently in the reading program on Protestant
theology directed by Gustave Weigel during Dulles’ time at Woodstock.?*?> Through his
study of Tillich, Dulles became convinced of the importance of symbol, and its special
communicative powers, within a theology of revelation.”® Heavily influenced by the
writings of authors such as Mircea Eliade and Michael Polanyi especially, he grew to
consider the nature of reality itself as inherently symbolic — a view he would later refer to
as a ‘symbolic realist’ philosophy.?* This understanding of reality as essentially
symbolic led Dulles to embrace the power of symbol to mediate communication, and to
recognize the symbol’s unique capacity to effect or accomplish the communication of
transcendent reality to human minds.

Thus the concept of symbol played an especially important role in Dulles’
theology of revelation, as will be considered in more detail in the following chapter, but

symbol was also fundamental to his theology of sacrament — both in general terms, and

252 | addition to Tillich and a number of other theological sources that will be considered shortly, Dulles
also familiarized himself with the concept of symbol as it functioned within philosophy through the
writings of, for example, Michael Polanyi (see note 254, below), Paul Ricoeur, especially The Symbolism of
Evil, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1969) and Interpretation Theory, (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University
Press, 1976), Ernst Cassirer, most notably The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, 4 vols., (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 1953-1996), and Wilbur Urban , Language and Reality, (London: Allen & Unwin,
1939). He also familiarized himself with symbol as it functioned within literary theory, through the
writings of Phillip Wheelwright, especially Metaphor and Reality, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1962).

253 See Dulles, A Testimonial to Grace, 103-104.

254 Among the works of Eliade, those most influential for Dulles include Patterns in Comparative Religion,
vol. 2, Mythical Thought (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1955), “Methodological Remarks on the
Study of Religious Symbolism” in The History of Religions: Essays in Methodology (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1959), and Images and Symbols (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1961). Dulles also held
philosopher Michael Polanyi in high esteem, and quoted or referred to his writings often, especially The
Tacit Dimension (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1966), Knowing and Being: Essays by Michael Polanyi
(London: Routledge, 1969), and Meaning (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975).
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as that concept applies specifically to the nature of the church. Symbol, in fact, became
for Dulles the foundational concept within which the concept of sacrament could be
constructed and conceived. As the previous chapter argued, a sacrament, for Dulles, is
first of all a symbol, but it is a special category of symbol which expresses and makes

manifest a particular reality, i.e., the saving grace of Christ.?>

When, therefore, in later
publications Dulles referred to the church as a sacrament, whether in the context of the
teachings of Vatican Il or drawing from his own experience and contemplations, it was
this understanding — a symbolic expression of divine grace — that was the operative
concept.

It is clear from his early writings that Dulles’ theological interest in the category
of symbol was initially restricted to its use within a theology of revelation. Indeed Dulles
mentions ‘symbol’ only in passing prior to his close look at Paul Tillich’s theology of
Biblical revelation, and even there Dulles examines the reality and modality of symbol
within Tillich’s system specifically with regard to its value as a revelatory medium.*®
Dulles refers to symbol exactly once in the 1955 article “Church Unity” — in the context
of the Eucharist as sacrament of church unity, significantly — but does not return to the
concept outside of a revelatory context until the time of Vatican 11.%’

In 1966 however, with the publication of “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical

Revelation,” Dulles began to expand his theology of symbol to include a consideration of

how symbol functions within and for the individual believer and the community of

2% cf, pp. 43-53, above.

2%6 See Dulles, “Paul Tillich and the Bible,” 345-367.
257 Dulles, “Church Unity,” 509-517.
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faith.”® He began by clarifying the distinctions and dependencies presented in the
previous chapter, between the three closely related concepts of sign, symbol, and
sacrament.?® “Very briefly,” he writes, “we may say that a symbol is a type of sign. It is
a word, gesture, picture, statue, or some other type of reality which can be made present
to the senses or the imagination, and which points to a reality behind itself.”?%°

Presence, therefore, is an important element of symbol, that differentiates it from
ordinary signs or mere indicators. Seeing sacrament as a special case of symbol also
served to emphasize the visible, physical, sensory component of sacrament that
corresponded in Dulles’ later sacramental ecclesiology to the sign value of the church.
The traditional “four marks” of the church (one, holy, catholic and apostolic) “have to be
visible qualities of the church as it actually exists,” Dulles argues, “or else the Church
would not be a sacrament of Christ — a visible expression of his invisible grace
triumphing over human sin and alienation.”?®" Within this schema it is clear that a
sacramental ecclesiology not only designates the church as an efficacious means of grace,
making present a divine reality, but also contains an inherent claim that the church, as
sacrament, does so in and through its character as sign and as symbol. This is important
for reconciling, as Dulles was clearly intent to do, the visible, institutional elements of the

church, including the community assembled together in worship, the hierarchical

structure, and so on, with the mystical, spiritual elements. There can be no doubt about

258 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 1-26.

259 Eor a fuller discussion of the sign-symbol-sacrament schema in Dulles’ theology, see Chapter one,
above. For the relationship of symbol and sign see pp. 25-30; for the relationship of sign and sacrament see
pp. 45-48; for the relationship of symbol and sacrament see pp. 52-53; and for the interrelationship of sign,
symbol and sacrament as they function within Dulles’ ecclesiology, see pp. 65-67.

260 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 2.

261 Dulles, Models of the Church, 134.
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the necessity of the institutional element if the church, as sacrament, is to be an
efficacious symbol.

Dulles does not present in this article the full characteristics of symbol that he
develops in later writings, but several important characteristics are already present.®? It
is in this article that Dulles first lays out the principle characteristics of symbol, which,
though presented briefly in chapter one, above, may be fruitfully elaborated here. First, a
characteristic of symbol consistently emphasized by Dulles throughout his writings, and
which he held as particularly important, is the power of the symbol to evoke, rather than
simply indicate or denote, meaning. This aspect encapsulates perhaps more than any
other the real distinction Dulles found, and considered most useful, between an arbitrary
pointer or indicator and a symbol. Where a sign contains within itself some particular
piece of information and communicates that information to the beholder, a symbol draws,
or evokes, meaning from within the beholder. This the symbol can accomplish because it
is not restricted by a one-to-one relationship with a specific meaning as is the sign, but
rather works on the psyche to bring to awareness, or make present to the individual, the
complex realities which are given meaning and significance for a community by the
members of that community.

Thus the second important element of symbol is its polyvalence of meaning. As
compared with the sign which has only one particular meaning, often arbitrarily assigned
to it (for example we assign “go” to a green light; “stop” to a red light), the polyvalence

of the symbol provides, according to Dulles, an “inexhaustible brood of potential

262 A more explicit characterization of the concept of symbol operative in Dulles’ theology may be found
in “The Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” Theological Studies 41, no. 1 (March 1980): 51-73 at 56; a
fully mature presentation is found in Models of Revelation, 131-139, where, among other things, Dulles
describes four characteristics of symbol that are important for, and paralleled by, revelation. Cf. pp. 34-38
in chapter one, above.
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meanings” or affirmations.?®® This is not to be confused with an inexhaustible breadth of
meanings, which would suggest the symbol could mean anything whatever, rather
suggests that as one participates more and more fully in the community which defines
and receives the symbol as symbol, the symbol is able to evoke more and more meaning
from the participant. Dulles quotes Susanne Langer describing the cross of Christ as an
example of the polyvalence of meaning for this very potent symbol within the Christian
community:

The cross is such a “charged” symbol: the actual instrument of Christ’s

death, hence a symbol of suffering; first laid on his shoulders, an actual

burden, as well as an actual product of human handiwork, and on both

grounds a symbol of his accepted moral burden; also an ancient symbol of

the four zodiac points, with a cosmic connotation; a "natural™ symbol of

cross-roads (we still use it on our highways as a warning before an

intersection), and therefore of decision, crisis, choice; also of being

crossed, i.e. of frustration, adversity, fate; and finally, to the artistic eye a

cross is the figure of a man. All these and many other meanings lie

dormant in that simple, familiar, significant shape. No wonder that it is a

magical form! It is charged with meanings, all human and emotional and

vaguely cosmic, so that they have become integrated into a connotation of

the whole religious drama — sin, suffering, and redemption.?*

The final characteristic which Dulles stresses in this initial presentation is the
symbol’s concreteness. This is perhaps somewhat counter-intuitive, but is very important
in order for the symbol to function evocatively. If the symbol were transient or abstract,
it would not have the ability to capture one’s attention and gaze, to draw the beholder into
its world, create or renew an emotionally charged attachment, invigorate commitment, or

evoke meaning. Consider as a further example the symbol of one’s national flag. An

abstract ideal of “flag” — even “my flag” — can perhaps cause some noticeable reaction,

263 See “The Symbolic Structure of Revelation,” 62-63; Models of Revelation, 267.

264 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 4. Cf. Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New
Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite and Art (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1942),
284 ff.
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but cannot arrest one’s attention the way a physical, concrete instance of the flag does
when it is encountered, say, at a Memorial Day parade, or draped across the coffin of a
fallen soldier, or rising slowly behind an Olympic champion.

The symbol’s concreteness is an extension of the physical element of the sign, and
an anticipation of the “visible expression” of sacramental grace. The two elements taken
together — concreteness and evocative polyvalence — endow the symbol with its unique
power and function. As Dulles puts it, “the inexhaustible riches which theologians and
men of prayer have been able to find in the Bible would seem to be intimately bound up
with its inspired symbolism; for every symbol, by reason of its concreteness and
polyvalence, defies exhaustive translation into the abstract language of doctrinal
discourse.”?®
As Dulles grew in his personal conviction that all “reality is held to have a

symbolic structure,”?%®

and developed that understanding more precisely, this ontology of
symbol informed his emerging sacramental ecclesiology in significant ways. At the risk
of belaboring the obvious, Dulles’ conviction that all of reality is inherently symbolic
means that the church, also, has an inherently symbolic structure. By itself this would not
go far, for it does not give any special insight into how the symbolic character of the
church differs from the symbolic character of any other aspect or element of reality.
However, considered together with an ecclesiology that views sacrament as exhibiting a
certain constitutive relationship to the church, an understanding of the church as

inherently symbolic sets the stage for an ontology of symbol to contribute to a more

focused understanding of the church’s sacramental character.

28% Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 6.
266 Dulles, Craft of Theology, 20.
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Thus as a symbolic reality, the sacrament of the church is evocative, polyvalent,
and concrete. The importance of the concrete, historical an