Chapter 4

REFLECTIONS ON THE CHURCH’S AUTHORITATIVE
TEACHING ON SOCIAL QUESTIONS

José Miguez Bonino

When we examine the issues on which disagreement and conflict in the
church have been most frequent at least during the last twenty-five years,
we find that they are seldom directly related to doctrinal, jurisdictional, or
liturgical questions. Conflicts within the denominations and at the ecumen-
ical level are apt to erupt over social, economic, and political issues. While
earlier struggles and divisions in the church have never been unrelated to
such factors, they have now become more prominent and explicit. Churches
are frequently perplexed about how to face these problems, caught in the
dilemma of being irrelevant or of provoking bitter controversy and even
division.

The reasons for the urgency that this problem has acquired seem to me
to belong to two aspects of modern society:

The Nature of Modern Society

There is, I think, a threefold transformation characteristic of modern
life and society which one could summarize in a sort of cumulative scale
which is somewhat related to historical development. To put it in a simpli-
fied and over-compressed way we could say that modern life becomes
increasingly socialized, politicized, and globalized. Human life has, of
course, always been social. Personal decisions and actions have always been
to a significant extent determined by social mores and conventions. But
until very recently we were not clearly aware of this fact. Consequently, it
was possible to conceive ethical issues as individual decisions. Churches,
therefore, felt that their main ethical responsibility was to shape personal
life according to Christian conviction, doctrine, or regulation. Even in
dealing with issues that had a clear social matrix, ecclesiastical pronounce-
ments and legislation tended to try to produce individual responses. Both
the development of larger social units (urbanization) and the results of
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social sciences have made us aware of the fact that behavior is largely
determined collectively. The basic process of “moralization” is concom-
itant with the processes of socialization. Consequently, if we want to foster
certain types of ethical responses, we have to attempt to create a collective
conscience that will support them. The churches have thus had to move
from indications about personal behavior to “ethical teaching” for the
whole society, to the articulation of a “social doctrine” that will be able to
respond to the issues raised by the increasing socialization of life and to
our understanding of corporate behavior.

Human life has not only become more clearly socially determined but
society itself is more clearly politically organized. By this I mean that
personal activity (work, education, living conditions, security, recreation)
are more and more inserted into structures which are not amenable to
individual decision. If we want to shape or direct them in any way, it has to
be done through concerted social action and usually by means of laws,
general institutions, or large scale plans. Thus, Christian conviction, if it
intends to be effective, has to try to exert its influence (hopefully through
means that are both effective and compatible with the faith). It is interest-
ing to note how hesitatingly Christian theology has moved from general
ethical teaching on society to areas of political and economic decision.
While it felt entitled to speak with the authority of faith in areas of public
morality (family, education, charity), political and economic questions
appeared as governed by an autonomous reason for which it had no com-
petence. When the churches tackle these areas, their teaching becomes
more exposed to criticism—through the criticism of the structural (eco-
nomic and political) mediations assumed in articulating their positions on
ethical issues.

Finally, there is globalization. That is, the political and economic
structures which so widely and deeply affect human life are more and more
all-embracing geographically. This happens not only because of the grow-
ing network of communications, science and technology, exchange, trans-
portation, international trade, transnational production, international
division of labor, political blocks and spheres of influence (all of which is
well known), but also because almost everybody is drawn into these net-
works. Some peoples and groups may be marginal in terms of the “benefits”
they derive from the system, but practically nobody is anymore marginal in
terms of being able to live independently of it. This transformation has led
to the quest for universal guidance for human life and society. The magis-
terial office of the churches has been naturally drawn into this quest. It
seems necessary for the churches to speak on these issues at the most
universal level possible. But in a broken and asymmetrically divided world,
most of what it-says becomes highly controversial.
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J.
The Operation of Religious Authority

In his classic discussion of the concepts of authority, power and domin-
ation, Max Weber makes an interesting distinction between any form of
“hierocratic domination,” which establishes its claim by “psychical coer-
cion, granting or refusing goods of salvation” and that form which treats
the churches as “hierocratic institutions,” the organic authorities of which
“retain a claim to the legitimate monopoly of hierocratic coercion.”* His
distinction helps us to see the twofold nature of our problem. On the one
hand, the question has to do with the legitimate authority issuing the
statement; on the other, with the possibility of ensuring the assentmg
reception of such a statement.

The difficulty in dealing with this question in our time is that the
relation between these two aspects of “ecclesiastical authority” has radi-
cally changed in modern times. Political and ideological changes have
deprived the churches of the use of a number of objective means of
coercion, both legal and social. “Authoritative statements” have-lost most
of their legally binding power and have become advisory. This is the case
even in a church like the Roman Catholic church, with a very developed
canon law which, in fact, becomes hardly enforceable outside the restricted
circle of the clergy. While most churches have not seriously revised their
stated doctrine and canons of authority, they function quite differently
from earlier times. We urgently need a careful study—using recent socio-.
logical research— of the way in which “hierocratic power” operates in the
“religious field” in relation both to civilian and political society.

To put it quite simply, church teaching, of one kind or another, can
compel nobody except to the extent that it appeals to conscience. Not only
is there no direct power (potestas directa) of the church, except in a very
few places and circumstances, but there is no indirect power (potestas
indirecta), which the churches used to exercise when secular governments
felt under the obligation of legislating according to their teachings. The
issue is even more complex insofar as there is a simultaneous plurality of
different—and not seldom contradictory— ecclesiastical teachings com-
peting for the conscience of both people and authorities. The authoritative
character of a teaching, as far as its effectiveness is concerned, does not lie
in the formal authority which the church may attribute to it but (a) in the
social, ethical, and spiritual prestige which such a church may enjoy in the
_ population (or in the dominant sectors of it), and (b) in the capacity of the
contents of the teaching to recommend itself to the people on its own
worth. Though this is obvious, churches need to be reminded of it, because
they tend to give undue importance to the “intended” rather than to the
“performative” (effective) authority of their pronouncements.
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If this analysis is correct, “authority” depends very much on the par-
ticular characteristics of a given society and the relation of the churches to
that society. The significant role that ecclesiastical pronouncements play
in Latin American population can only be understood when we realize that
the people retain a strong religious outlook. The “goods of salvation,” to
use Weber’s expression, however differently understood and experienced,
occupy an important place in the life of Latin American peoples. More
secularized societies would react more indifferently to the church’s judg-
ments. However, it is interesting to note that even in advanced technologi-
cal and supposedly secularized societies, there is a fierce struggle to obtain
religious legitimation for political and economic policies. The impassioned
responses— of enthusiasm or rejection—in the United States to ecclesias-
tical pronounccments, for instance on nuclear weapons, the economy, or
foreign policy, cannot be explained unless the people involved (in many
cases, governments, politicians or economic leaders whose religious prac-
tice is none too impressive) realize that such statements carry a weight in
public opinion which is significant in order to obtain consensus for their
policies.

The nature of that “weight” relates to the “service” which, in the
consciousness of the people, the church renders to them. It seems to me
that such service comprises two elements which, in different degrees and
relation to each other, are always present. The fundamental one is the
relation to “the transcendent,” the more direct religious dimension. In this
sense, a teaching can be Significant if it “engages the faith,” if people
perceive that their relation to God is at stake in the particular issue to
which the teaching refers. This, however, is also perceived through an
ethical mediation: the statement rests on values and principles (human
dignity and worth, justice, peace, reconciliation) which are understood to
be an integral part of the religious faith. But when these values appear as
autonomous, disconnected from their transcendent roots, the ecclesiastical
statement loses its specific authority as such—it becomes a commonsense,
philosophical, or ideological statement which may carry its own weight but
which does not directly “engage the faith.” This is no doubt a debatable
point. I simply submit the thesis that people do not listen to the church
because it is wise, good, or progressive but because, in some way, it speaks
for and about God.

- Finally, the effective “weight” of a teaching rests on its perceived
“relevance,” that is, the ability of the teaching to give expression to con-
cerns that people feel to be significant for their lives and to offer guidance
that “makes sense” in that situation. The higher interest on statements on
peace in Europe and North America compared with Latin America or
Africa and the reverse situation in relation to statements on social justice,
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illustrates the point I am making. This does not mean that people’s percep-
tion of the crucial questions and of sensible answers is correct. Churches
may find it necessary to criticize, correct and broaden such perceptlons But
they cannot discount them if they want to be heard.

Illustration from the Methodist Tradition

Teaching on social questions has been a significant part of the Method-
ist tradition from the beginning. It could be both interesting and profitable
to trace the history of that teaching from the point of view of the style,
self-understanding of the Church in relation to society, way of addressing
the questions and type of reception expected and obtained. I am not
competent for this job, but, as a very simple illustration, I would like to
make a few comparative remarks on three such forms of teaching, taken
from very diverse moments in the development of Methodism and in the
historical circumstances: Wesley’s “General Rules,” the social creed of The
Methodist Episcopal Church (1908), and the recent Pastoral Letter and
episcopal “Foundation Document,” “In Defense of Creation” (1986).

The very existence of the Rules® asserts the claim of the church’s (in
this case the Wesleyan “society’s”) authority to enforce on‘its members
particular laws concerning their participation in social questions. The
prohibitions to sell, buy and possess slaves, to sell, produce or consume
liquor, or the rules about the transaction of business were not simply seen
as pertaining to individual “virtue” but as relating to social issues (slavery,
temperance, economic ethics) which had to do with “the reform of the
nation.” Although the rules themselves do not make it explicit, nor is the
theological rationale always clear in this respect, Wesley’s own treatises
(“thoughts”) on these issues show that the rules are related to a wider social
perspective. Butitis no less clear that the authority of the church is engaged
through the behavior of its members. In the terms of our previous analysis
we have here specific indications, meant to be followed, backed up by the
disciplinary authority of the “religious society,” and in turn guaranteed by
the latter’s capacity to “deliver or to refuse the goods of salvation.”

Half a century later, the Northern Methodist Church in the United
States faced the problems raised by the growth of industrial capitalism.
“The Social Creed,™ as a responsible “social teaching” seems to be the first
official document engaging the authority of the church. The shift in the
nature and exercise of authority seems evident. In the first place, we have
a more general sort of desiderata, not really general ethical or theologico-
ethical principles but rather somewhere between what has later been called
“middle axioms” (for instance, “equal rights and complete jusiice for
all...” or “the principle of conciliation and arbitration”) and more specific
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requirements (“the suppression of ‘the sweating system’ ” or “release from
employment one day in seven™). In the second place, the initial sentence
defines the nature of the document: “The Methodist Episcopal Church
stands—For. . ..” These are not rules addressed to individuals to regulate
their social behavior; it is not in the first place teaching for the church (in
fact, only later we find in successive revisions the introduction of a theologi-
cal rationale and more general social teaching). It presents itself as a
witness to society: the things the church “stands for. . . .” The church seems
to understand itself as a moral conscience of society, speaking for justice
at a particular juncture, acclaiming particularly the rights of those who
stand at a disadvantage. Finally, the church places itself within society,
accepts the fundamental laws of the economic and social system (“the
lowest practical point”—for hours of labor; “the highest wage that each
industry can afford”), and tries to humanize it, correcting “the social ills”
and making harmony and peace possible.

In the recent declaration “In Defense of Creation,”” we are faced with
a third kind of statement (even recognizing that the subject is different).
In the first place, it is addressed “to all those people called United Method-
ist in every land”—certainly, the bishops expect the “message” to have a
larger impact. But it is primarily a “teaching document” meant to engage
the church inthe consideration of an issue “of utmost urgency in our time.”
It does not claim to settle the issue but “to lead the Church in study, prayer
and action”(from the Pastoral letter introducing the document) The bish-
ops do not claim authority to enjoin on members a particular conduct. Nor
do they intend to define officially a uniform “church stand.” Rather, they
invite the church to come to grips with a crucial question and provide
clements for the church to grasp the facts and analyze the issue theologi-
cally and ethically. It is the teaching office of the bishops conceived as a
process of mutual consultation and joint reflection. This is why it requires
a clear and solid theological and ethical foundation (chapter I). In this
sense, it tries to make clear why this issue belongs to the very heart of the
Christian faith—in God the Creator, the Preserver, and the Redeemer. But
it also requires a clear spelling out of the ethical and technical mediations.
The first is discussed in terms of the issue of peace and war in the Christian
tradition. The second is developed in three chapters (chs. II-1V) including
both an ideological ‘and a political analysis, buttressed with technical
evidence. This explication of the mediations is a new element in relation
to the first two documents and responds to the need to prove the spiritual
and ethical value but also the “relevance” of the proposals. Finally, the
discussion is left open in the sense of not claiming final authority. But it
defines a position from where dialogue is invited: a set of concrete pro-
posals on specific questions raised by “the nuclear crisis.”

»d
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I do not now intend to discuss the substance of these documents, but
from a more formal point of view to underline the change that has taken
place: (a) the direct addressee—from the individual believer, to the nation,
to the church as a plural body; (b) the purpose: to shape personal behavior
through specific rules, to present to the nation moral orientation on some
acute social problems, to engage the church in the consideration and to
invite it to “covenant” for action on a critical issue; (c) the style: from a
concise enumeration of rules, to more general ethical principles, to a
developed theological, ethical and social argument; (d) the way of “engag-
ing the faith”: from a direct command—How is the specific command
discerned? to an appeal to faith through a reasoned argument (“prayerful
study”). There is continuity in the intention. There is also a significant
continuity in the contents. But the three statements belong undoubtedly to
different conceptions of the church’s role and authority and to different
expectations regarding the ° “reception” of ecclesiastical teachmg on social
questions.

Conflict in Society

However different, the kinds of teaching on social issues that we have
examined share some basic presuppositions: they address society as a
whole. They seem to conceive society as a body made up of different groups
or sectors among which disagreement and even conflict can emerge, but
which shares a fundamental consensus and functions within a fundamen-
tally acceptable order. The social function of the church is to spot, de-
nounce, and help to correct particular imbalances or dysfunctions (which
sometimes are considered serious and urgent). Consequently, it will try to
defuse or to bring down the level of conflict, to try to be objective—in some
way above the conflict—in order to bring the conflicting parties to an
agreement. Even strong documents like the United Methodist one on the
nuclear crisis® or the recent Roman Catholic pastoral letter on economy’
operate within these premises.

Can this perspective be “normative” for all ecclesiastical teaching on
social questions? This question was posed at the ecumenical level by the
Church and Society WCC Geneva Conference on 1966 on “The Political
and Scientific Revolutions of Our Time.” The title was ambivalent but the
issue was not avoided. In asymmetrical societies where power is unilaterally
exercised by one of the social actors (whether internal or external to that
society) to the detriment of others (and even to that of the majority of the
people), is it enough to look for mechanisms of compensation or is the
church called to ask for a fundamental structural change? Can the church
arbitrate between the parts looking for conciliation and mutual conces-
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sions or is it called to take sides and to struggle for a basic turnover in the
power structure? Widely remembered is Paul Ramsey’s strong criticism of
the Conference in his book Who Speaks for the Church?® His explicit
criticism is that in recommending specific courses of action for specific
issues (for instance the Vietnam war or nuclear weapons) the Conference
presupposes a decision on technical questions on which the churches have
no competence. But when one looks more carefully at his argument, and
particularly at his “provisional model for specific political pronounce-
ments,” two implicit concerns seem to be dominant. The first one is for
“fairness” or balance for the opposing cases made. by the different parties
in discussion. It would seem that the task of the churches is to state as fairly
as possible the case made by these different positions and to enunciate the
' middle axioms pertinent to the question but without enjoining any par-
ticular position or a specific course of action. The second is to “leave” the
specific decision to the “policy makers”—who have the technical know-
ledge and a total view of the situation—and to offer, apart from the ethical
general orientation mentioned above, the moral support of the churches.
In fact it presupposes a trust in the knowledge, competence, and legitimacy
of the present structure of society and its leadership to arrive at the correct
decisions. In other terms, the church functions as a general moral advisor
and a spiritual support of the present structure and system. Its existing
checks-and balances are considered adequate to cope with present challen-
ges. - :
This is precisely one of the problems at stake today. It has become
crucial for many Third World countries. Brazilian bishops (from the North-
east) posed the basic problem of their society some years ago (1973) ina
pastoral letter entitled, “I Have Heard the Cry of My People.”® It runs
somewhat parallel to the United Methodist one in structure: a fundamental
theological statement and a careful analysis of the situation. But this leads
to a radical conclusion: the rejection of the prevailing economic and
political model. It is this economic-model that produces the oppression of
the people. Therefore “the dominated class has no other road to freedom
except the long and difficult trek, now under way, in favor of the social
ownership of the means of production.”™ This is the struggle of the
people—not of the church. But the church does not remain neutral, as an
umpire arbitrating between the different sectors, but it takes sides: “We
feel that the Word of God calls us to take a stand. A stand on the side of
the poor.” “As in the time of Moses,” say the bishops, “a people that seek
to ameliorate their situation and to shake off the yoke of oppression, is
fulfilling an aspect of God’s designs. . . . We.are convinced that it is time to
opt for God and for the people.”" The same question of “option” in conflict
was faced by the churches in relation to the national liberation movements
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(particularly in Africa). With the support of the majority of the member
churches, the WCC took the side of the liberation movements in several
cases (Zimbabwe the most conspicuous) and made this option visible
through symbolic financial support of certain activities (medical and ed-
ucational) of these movements. The discussion was frequently sidetracked
to the problem of violence. But the real heart of the controversy seems to
me to hinge on two other aspects: the acceptance of a conflict that cannot
be “appeased” but has to be fought through (the means is another question)
and the need of the church to take sides in it. This casts the church in the
role of adversary of the existing system, of a dysfunctional social actor, a
role which the large Christian churches have not exercised for a long time,
for which they are not prepared, and which they are very reluctant to accept.

The arguments against this option seem to overlook the fact that they
actually rest on two assumptions: that the present structure of a society is
fundamentally sound and able to accommodate justly the needs and rights
of all its members and, therefore, that all conflicts within it can be solved
by arbitration. But, in fact, in the proposed model the church, far from
remaining neutral or “above the conflict,” opts for the existing power
structure and gives it religious legitimation. That may well be a justified
decision—and it is so in many cases—but there-is no theological or ethical
reason to take it as “normative.” The possibility that the church may have
to express a negative judgment on a total system is an always present
possibility. The question that it raises is again the question of criteria for
such a rejection. Such criteria cannot be defined abstractly: in given situa-
tions, the very nature and form of the conflict points to the Christian
concerns that are at stake. It is on this basis that the recent episcopal
document defines “the defense of Creation” as the relevant criterion for
the consideration of the “nuclear crisis” and comes to a total rejection of
the nuclear option. The apartheid issue raised the fundamental Christian
criterion of “the unity of humankind in creation and redemption” and led
some churches to condemn “apartheid” outrightly as “heresy” or as deter-
mining a status confessionis. Many Latin American pronouncements on
the regimes of national security have made the defense of life a basic
criterion. This has led the churches to the condemnation of the national
security doctrine and to a radical questioning of the operation of the
economic system that has used this doctrine as its tool. When one brings
together several of these criteria, one finds that they coalesce in fact in a
certain “family of options” which, while leaving room for plurality, define
a general direction that can help churches to test their responses to the
critical dilemmas of today’s world.
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Unity, Partisanship, and Pluralism

There is one further issue that I.would like to introduce in the discus-
sion. Partisanship on the part of the church—that is, opting for one side,
radical opposition to the existing system—seems to threaten the unity of
the church. On the other hand, it seems to contradict our own argument
on the way in which church authority operates today. Liberal pluralism
does not solve the problem because it is itself an ideological option. The
inability of liberal pluralism to deal with system-rejection betrays its limits:
itoperates within a certain consensus and therefore it cannot accommodate
in its plurality options that challenge such consensus.

The problem should not be over-extended. There are different kinds
of ecclesiastical teaching on social issues. Probably most of it does not bring
up these critical options. Although issues are interrelated—and even more
so in our modern complex societies—not-every question demands a radical
option. But some do. Is thereby the unity of the church broken? Are people
“forced” on the basis of an option which they cannot share? It seems to me
that this raises an ecclesiological question. What is the concrete empirical
correlate of the theological reality which we call “Church”? I think that on
the basis of the fundamental Protestant (and I believe also fully Methodist)
conception of the church as gathered by the Holy Spirit around the pro-
clamation and the living testimony to the gospel, one can speak of “the
church,” historicaHy, as the multiplicity of ecclesiastical institutions, move-
ments, and communities that identify themselves by reference to Jesus
Christ and the gospel. But this “ensemble” must not be understood as an
undifferentiated whole but as a “field,” a “space,” even a “battleground” in
which takes place a constant “struggle for the Gospel.” It is a struggle that
can take the form of dialogue, debate, confrontation, or conflict which is
not based on liberal pluralism because it starts from the affirmation of the
specific options that it makes as valid paradigms but does not close itself
to the possibility of correction, reform, and change. A specific option,
undertaken in earnest, with humility, and in “prayerful study” becomes a
sign raised as a witness to the Gospel, inviting dialogue, discussion, dis-
agreement, but also calling for commitment, for the “covenanting” called
for in the episcopal letter. It is an attempt to define the Church (in the
specific area of the option) from the center and not from the limits. It does
not say primarily who belongs and who does not belong to the church. It
raises the question for all other churches and Christians to answer: can one
belong to the Church and not make this option? Is not the Gospel at stake
in this decision? Is this a point at which faith and unbelief part company
(status confessionis, heresy)? It does not raise such questions as merely
academic arguments but as a call—an address of faith to the Christian
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conscience. Naturally, not all teaching on social issues has this character.
But we seem to have reached one of these crucial points in human history—
a “kairos” to use Tillichian terms—when some such questions cannot be
avoided. '
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