Chapter 6

CONSENSUS AND RECEPTION

G. R. Evans

“For many years I have been tossed by various winds of doctrine,
exclaimed John Wesley.”" “In this labyrinth I was utterly lost, not being able
to find out what the error was, nor yet to reconcile this uncouth hypothesis
either with Scripture or common sense.” “. ., when they interpreted Scrip-
ture in different ways I was often much at a loss.”3 Wesley was able to cut
through his intellectual perplexities in a moment of trust when his heart
was “strangely warmed,” and the course of his life was changed. He was able
afterwards to rely on his insight and to understand his faith in the light of
it. But he was also aware that personal experience is not enough. The
Christian life is not to be lived in solitude. “You must have some com-
panions in the way; for how can one be warm alone?”* The companionship
of the Christian community is a shared experience, which extends to our
understanding of our faith.

At the time when Wesley was stlll searching for certainty, he came
across Vincent of Lerins’ dictum about consensus: quod ab omnibus, quod
ubique, quod semper creditum (what has been believed everywhere, always,
and by everybody). He found the underlying principles helpful, but he soon
discovered practical difficulties about seeking for a faith held by all Chris-
tians everywhere and always. He notes the danger of getting “antiquity” out
of balance with Scripture, misunderstanding the evidence of the past,
imputing universality to local decrees and failing to take account of con-
temporary circumstances.’ Here he was heir in part to a debate which had
arisen with some vigor in the sixteenth century, and which has had sig-
nificant consequences for the shared understanding of our faith until the
present.

In the preface which he wrote to the Acta of the meeting in Ratisbon
in 1541,° Melanchthon proposes a theory of the Church’s teaching author-
ity. The Ratisbon article de potestate interpretandi Seripturae has, he ex-
plains, three prongs. It equips the Church with the “power of interpreting”
envisaged on a- human model (humano more), that is, on-an analogy with .
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the magistrate’s authority to interpret the law. It does not allow that
individuals or a minority can correct the judgment of the majority, nor
dissent from their view. It asserts that the decrees of Councils must be
obeyed. Melanchthon’s primary objection is to the transference of a politi-
cal frame of reference to the Church. He had made the same point in Article
28 of the Augsburg Confession.” In a kingdom the king or magistrate has
the power to interpret law. And this authority must be obeyed. A magis-
trate’s rules and opinions are valid as reasonable judgments of one to whom
God has entrusted an office.®

In the church things are very different. “Let us set aside for a moment
that image of a human polity, and think of a dispersed community which
truly calls on God, is governed by the Holy Spirit, spreads the pure doctrine
of the Gospel and is defended amidst dangers by wonderful works of God.”
In this coetus (assembly) power is not fixed in certain persons or a certain
group,’ but is a gift to some; it is a gift of divine light by which they
understand the wisdom handed down in the gospel. There is a huge gap
(ingens intervallum) between this gift and that “magistrate’s power” which
is attributed to bishops or councils.” Those individuals who have the
mandate of God (mandatum Dei) must speak up against the majority
opinion and against errant rulers. Luther dared to do it. Our congregations
(nostrae ecclesae), says Melanchthon, follow him rather than the consensus
of so many centuries, popes and academics.”

The question of what is duly constituted authority in establishing
doctrine was a particularly vexed one in the last medieval centuries and the
Reformation period. Writing on the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of
England in 1579-8, Thomas Rogers speaks of the notion of an “ordinary
power annexed to the state and calling of popes, bishops and clergyman,”™
which guarantees right interpretation and right teaching. Luther had ar-
gued, along the same lines as Wyclif, that no such special power is bestowed
with orders, and the people of God in their local congregation have the
right and the power to judge all teaching.”” Indeed, it is the duty of a
Christian congregation to resist impositions upon them contrary to the
teaching of Scripture.” Rogers, like Melanchthon, believes that “to inter-
pret the word of God is a peculiar blessing, given by God only to the Church
and company of the faithful, though not to all and every one of them. »1s

The threads of Melanchthon’s argument are familiar enough in the
debates of the sixteenth century to be individually unremarkable. But when
he weaves them together he creates a fabric in which the strains can clearly
be seen. His first concern, which he makes the warp of the material, is to
get away from the civil and political model, with its implications that power
is something imposed from above and that authority goes with office and
order. The difficulty of rethinking these assumptions even in the secular
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sphere is evident in the. Landesordnung of the Tyrolean revolutionary
Michael Gaismair (1526): “You will .. . act in unity and always by mutual
decision,” he says, but also ““You will faithfully obey the authority set over
you.”'* Melanchthon calls for a rethinking of the nature of the Christian
community itself, and therefore of the quality of authority within it. Here,
too, difficulties presented themselves early on. In a notable comment on
Luther’s progression, one modern Lutheran scholar remarks:.

Even as Luther had, in his struggles with the fanatics and sectarians, recognized
the impossibility of turning over the Church, like the civil government, to “Mr.
Everyman,” 50 he now recognized also the deeper reason as far as the Church
is concerned. The Church does not exist as a result of the goodwill of the
believers but solely because of the real presence in word and sacrament of the
exalted Christ, who has authoritatively set the mlmstry of proclaiming the word
in opposition to the authority of “Mr. Everyman. »1

Melanchthon was as wary as Luther would soon become of mass,
majority, or mob rule in Christian as in civil communities. He gives the
- authority in interpretation and doctrinal decision making to the few who
are called by God and not to the community as a whole. But that leads him
into contradiction of a position he states in.one of his.sermons. That coerus
is catholic, he says, which embraces the consensus of the Church. 8 The
doctrine of the word of God which we embrace is that to which “the Church
bears witness.””’ In Melanchthon’s preface to the Ratisbon Acta the truth
into which the Holy Spirit has led German Christians through Luther is set
over against the consensus of a majority of Christians over the centuries.

The root of the problem was that the dictum of Vincent of Lerins was
being put under intolerable stress by recent events. Melanchthon could not
have subscribed in 1541 to the statement of a recent twentieth-century
Lutheran-Roman Catholic Commission, that- “a theological teaching
remains a theory of individuals as long as it is not affirmed and adopted by
the whole people of God.”” It is on the point of consensus that we come to
the weak place in his fabric.

What is the authority of consent? Aristotle saw it as a pr1nc1ple of
verification.? For Euclid and Boethius alike, the communis animi conceptio
is a truth attested by universal acceptance.” In Christian doctrine there is
an ultimate test in Scripture. The Christian community cannot by its
consensus overrule the Word of God.? But when it is in harmony with God’s
Word it has a force which is of an altogether higher order than the sort of
consensus Cicero envisaged as an indication that what all peoples accept is
natural law.* Hincmar of Rheims in the ninth century sees it as a sign of
the unity of the communion of the church that there should be consent and
consonantia.® Thomas More speaks of the consentientis authoritas, the
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authority of consent, and Erasmus thinks it wrong to dissent from the
sententia consensuque Ecclesiae.”® The general principle is not in dispute in
the sixteenth century. But pointing to universal consent was another matter
in an age when there were rival claimants to be the “true Church” and it
had become a commonplace of polemic that the leaders of the Church of
Rome had sought to impose false teaching on the people of God for their
own ends. The three criteria into which Vincent of Lerins broke down the
notion of universal consent: time, place, and unanimity are all seen as
important in a recent definition of reception by the Lutheran Church in
America. Reception is described as “a process involving all parts of the
Church, all believers” and as taking place over time.”” All three are dis-
cussed in the sixteenth century debates.

The first and most obvious sense in which the dictum was being tested
concerns “place.” Luther argued for the importance of the local congrega-
tion, a community (gemeyne) in which the pure gospel is preached.”
Thomas More, in his Responsio to Luther, says that the Church of God is
one (una est ecclesia Dei) and those who separate themselves from it, even
if they form a congregation, can be no more than a conciliabulum diaboli
(council of the Devil).” He describes an enquirer, “E,” who sets out to
verify what he hears preached in one local church by travelling through
many Christian nations to see if he finds everywhere “the same faith, the
same teachings regarding what is necessary for salvation.”® If Luther says
that the Christians of Italy, Germany, Spain, France, and so on are outside
the Church, he is either arguing that the church is nowhere, or, like the
Donatists, he is reducing it to a gaggle of two or three heretics whispering
in a corner.”® But More concedes that it is not easy to find a “perfyte
perswasyon and byleve” which is “receyved thrughe crystendom,” although
Christians in many places may concur.”” The argument from what is re-
ceived everywhere had, for practical purposes, temporarily broken down,
and the best which can be advanced by way of warrant from ubiquity is some
such formula as “Hereunto subscribe the churches in Helvetia, Wittem-
berg, Bohemia,”” or that this is “the judgment of our godly brethren in
foreign countries.”

In the case of time we come up against Luther’s contention (endorsed
vigorously by Calvin),” that “in the matter of judging teachings” one
“should not care at all about . .. old precedent, usage, custom™* even if it
“lasted a thousand years.””” The kind of thing he had in mind is More’s
argument that the cult of saints and images which has been allowed for
generations by common consent is warranted by usage, and that this custom
is a stronger proof even than miracles that such worship is right.”® More
argues in reply that Christians are bound by the past. Where past genera-
tions have arrived at consensus we must remain true to their position,
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however many now want to abandon it.** He cites Augustine’s view that
what is held by the whole Church as a matter of invariable custom is rightly
held to have been handed down by apostolical authority.” In a later
generation the English recusant Edmund Lechmere insisted that we must
follow “the direction of the Church . .. which all times could point at.”*
More looks to find continuity from the time of Christ’s Passion in haec
usque tempora (even to the present time), the Church remaining in unity
of faith per tot secula (through all generations).” Luther’s community is
not only a “rivulet” flowing away from the universal church but a break in
continuity. Where does Luther think the church has been in the ages before
him? When in the past have Luther’s views been the church’s views.”
Nowell, in his Catechism of the 1570s speaks of “custom” as “at this day
received in our churches” as something derived from “the ordinance of the
apostles and so of God himself.”*

This shake-up of assumptions about continuity of consensus in time
forced new thinking which has borne fruit since. In More’s Dialogue there
is already some recognition that opposing views may have coexisted in the
church for centuries and then merged in a single voice which must be heard
as that of Christ. For that reason a recent consensus may be no less binding
than an old one. “Yf there were any thyng that was peradventure such that
un the chyrche sometyme was doubted and reputed for unreveled and
unknowen,; yf after that the holy chyrche fall in one consent upon the one
syde eyther by common determynacyon at a generall counsayle or by a
perfyte perswayson and byleve...receyued thrughe crystendome” it is
established as Christian truth.” In a notable nineteenth century usage of
the term “reception” Pusey spells out one implication in a letter to Man-
ning. The Council of Trent “might,” he postulates, “by subsequent recep-
tion, become a General Council.” That would mean that “it might be so
now virtually, although ‘as yet’ unrecognized as such by the whole Church,
but in a state of suspense.”* A simpler expression of the same idea, with a
broader application, is to be found in the Final Report of ARCIC 1. The
process of reception may be “gradual” (that is, running through time) “as
... decisions come t0 be seen in perspective through the Spirit’s continuing
guidance of the whole Church.””

A similar shaking out of assumptions is to be seen in the case of the
principle of unanimity. Wyclif states comfortably that it is the nature of
every creature to know God to be his superior and to want to help other
creatures to work together as one.” More describes the Holy Spirit’s
method of bringing about consensus among his people, as he “enclyneth
thyr credultye to consent in the byleuying all in one poynt whiche is the
secret instyncte of god.”* Heretics do not disrupt this pattern, for their
dissent is transient in the continuing history of the church.*® Nor is it
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necessary for all Christian people to be present to vote in order to register
their consent. A council is the church in microcosm; we cannot all meet but
we can do so through our representatives.’' But against this picture of a
community in concord we need to set More’s assertion that in no action of
a multitude is unanimous consent required.”” Edmund Lechmere goes
further. The truth of the community’s assertions, he says, “dependeth not
upon the approbation of everie one that is in her communion . . . if some
of them do chance to forgoe the truth and leave it, there is power in the
rest to define the matter and condemn them.”” The existence of dissenters
is no serious threat to the principle of consent if Lechmere is right, and
indeed the church had got along well enough in the confidence which he
and More expressed, namely, that the wrong view will simply be outvoted.
But as we saw in Melanchthon’s discussion of the Ratisbon .Acta, the
Reformers were breaking with tradition in claiming that it may sometimes
be the case that an individual or a small group is mandated by God to speak
the truth against centuries of accepted teaching and a majority view in the
church. In a philosophical treatise on establishing certainty, a sixteenth
century Grammar of Assent, Sebastian Castellio criticizes Lutherans and
Calvinists for wrong thinking on this point.** And the Reformers ques-
tioned in the same breath the idea that Councils speak for the community
and therefore represent the consensus of the majority in their decrees.”

These breaks with what we may call the three “unities” of time, place
and unanimity in the understanding of reception created difficulties be-
cause of the underlying assumption Lechmere voices when he speaks of
“power in the rest to define the matter.” He implies that the consensus of
the community is not merely an indication where the truth lies, a principle
of verification in the Aristotelian and Ciceronian sense, but a creator or
legitimizer of truth. The Final Report of the first Anglican-Roman
Catholic International Commission suggests that reception “does not cre-
ate truth or legitimize the decision.” Rather “it is the final indication that
such a decision has fulfilled the necessary conditions for it to be a true
expression of faith,”*

This is of some importance in the light of a picture' of Christian
authority which has begun to emerge in recent ecumenical discussions. A
central conception of koinonia in the New Testament sees it as a com-
munion of individuals who have a relationship to Christ as their head and
a relatlonshlp to one another which is dependent on that primary relation-
ship.”” That sets at the very center of the Church’s being a unifying structure
formed by living relationships, out of which proceeds all Christian ministry.
Because its source is God himself, this ministry is authoritative. Jesus spoke
of his Father as the one who has sent him into the world and gave him
authority. He himself entrusted that authority to his disciples as he sent
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them out in their turn (John 16:4, 27 and 17:2, 18, 20-21). The sending is
also a commissioning, a gift of authority to do the work which is needed
(John 20:21-3). The essence of authority thus derived is that it is never cut
off from its source. God’s authority flows into the world perpetually
through his people in the continuing life of the church.*®

The ordained ministry, and a fortiori those who have a ministry of
oversight, are part of the community. They have authority “within” and
“among” the Christian faithful, and “over” them only from “within,”*

These new elements in the understanding of Christian authority make
a significant difference to the relatively crude model with which sixteenth
century thinkers were working when they debated power and jurisdiction.
And they have important implications for the concept of magisterium (to
use an anachronistic term) and the question of authority in the church’s
structures of decision making in matters of faith on which the Ratisbon
talks came to grief and with which we have seen sixteenth-century thinkers
struggling.

Wyclif assumes with the majority of medieval scholars that one and the
same truth is taught by Christ and the apostles, by the Fathers and by
General Councils, and that it is not only recta (right) and eadem (con-
sonant) but also complete.” Details may be explained as controversies
make it necessary, but Christian truth is essentially fixed and finite. As
Nowell puts it in his Catechism of 1570, “it were a point of intolerable
ungodliness and madness to think, either that God hath left an imperfect
doctrine, or that men were able to make that perfect, which God left
imperfect.” On this view, councils and ecclesiastical assemblies and preach-
ing “serve either to the expounding of dark places of the word of God, and
to take away controversies that rise among men” or “to the stablishing of
the outward governance of the Church.”® On this basis distinction was
widely made among the reformers between additions which carried only
human authority and the central truths to which nothing could be added,”
which encouraged a separation of human and divine in the Church’s auth-
ority, and it was argued that there could be no obligation for any Christian
to accept the former. Again, we are dealing with a relatively crude model.
These points were insisted on by Reformers in an age when it seemed that
ecclesiastical authority was seeking both to add to Christian truth and to
impose on Christian people the duty to believe what was added. The fight
for gospel truth, for apostolic simplicity, went on everywhere in reforming
communities.

The concept of an authority -flowing always and directly from God
through his church and acting from within the body of the faithful puts
these anxieties in a different light. Truth is recognized by the people of God
where they “discern a harmony between what is proposed to them and the
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sensus fidelium of the whole Church,” on the one hand, and “the apostolic
faith,” on the other hand,® and that perception is made possible by the
action of the Holy Spirit. Whether the definition is framed by a council or
a primate or a commission or an individual, and formally accepted by a
democratic vote, whether unbroken historical continuity can be estab-
lished, whether the formulation has been accepted all over the world, are
important indications, but they do not create truth or legitimize a decision
or in themselves authorize its acceptance.

"“The nature of Christian authority is such that it “involves” rather than
“imposes on” minds and hearts. The notion of reception as an active
welcoming rather than a passive acquiescence is adumbrated in the Middle
Ages. The coneeption of an active “receiving” is put forward in the eleventh
century by Anselm of Bec. In his De Casu Diaboli he triés to answer the
question how some angels were able to persevere in righteousness while
others were not. If God gave some perseverance and not others, it would
seem that he condemned some to fall, and that would make him the author
ofevil. Anselm’s explanation is that God gave perseverance to them all, but
only some accepted it; that is, it was by their own active response that they
received it.*

Although the word “receive” was in use in the sixteenth century in the
general area of what we should now call “reception,”® it was not yet a fully
established technical term. But the notion of an active “embracing” i
clearly present. “In general councils, whatsoever is agreeable unto the
written word of God we do reverently embrace.”® “Whatsoever also is
grounded upon God’s written word, though not by our common and vulgar
terms to be read therein, we do reverently embrace.”” “We must not only
hear and understand . . . but also with steadfast assent of mind embrace .
heartily love . . . yield ourselves desirous and apt to learn, and to frame our
minds to obey. 4

The essence of this “active welcoming” is that it is not an individual
but a collective act of the people of God. It shifts the recent emphasis of
the word consensus from its use in, for example, Aquinas, where it is merely
an agreement Of the will to sin or to marriage and so on, to the idea of
shared understanding: con-sensus. Thus Melanchthon is able to define the
church as: homines amplectentes Evangelium,*” people collectively embrac-
ing the gospel. In the same spirit the Church of England’s Thirty-nine
Articles urge that the creeds “ought thoroughly to be received and be-
lieved.”

This embracing is not only a consent of the believing mind and heart,
as it were, a warm hug of faith; but an exercise of judgment. Again, the idea
is present in embryo in the sixteenth century, but colored by an anxiety
about the dangers of letting inferiors judge their rightful rulers. It is not
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popular, says Wyclif, for the people to judge (populum iudicare), especially
for them to judge ecclesiastical authority.” The question of judgment is
inseparable in Luther’s view from the dispute about “imposition” by duly
constituted authority. What Thomas More calls the ecclesiae iudicium in
_ fidei causa (judgment of the church in matters of faith)” involves for Luther
judgment by the congregation. He argues from I Thessalonians 5:21 that
Paul does not want to see any teaching or decree obeyed unless it is
examined and recognized as good by the congregation which hears it. “Test
everything but hold fast to that which is good.” This examination, says
Luther, is not to be done by teachers. The teachers may only state what is
to be examined. Judgment is given to the Christian people.” He sees Christ
as positively taking the right and power to judge teaching from bishops,
scholars, and councils and giving it to all Christians equally (John 10:4: “My
sheep know my voice”).” The same linking of judgment and “imposition”
is noticeable in Thomas Rogers’ account. He argues that the “Papists”
maintain that “the pope of Rome hath the power to judge all men and
matters, but may be judged of no man,”” that judgment goes with orders,
“the power to judge of religion and points of doctrine is either in bishops
only...or in their clergy only. . . .”” He himself contends with Luther that
“authority is given to the Church, and to every member of sound judgment
in the same, to judge in controversies of faith.””

We can, then, see in the sixteenth-century debates the beginnings of
the realization of a number of implications about reception which have
become clear only in our own century, but which were first thrown into the
field of discussion by the shake-up of the foundational assumptions of
ecclesiology on which Vincent of Lerins’ dictum was based. Polemical
considerations helped to shape the thinking of the day and made it difficult
for the combatants to get away from the very analogy-with human politics
which was seen as a stumbling block by Melanchthon. The unique form of
consensus which we call “reception” is peculiar to the Christian com-
munity. What, then, are the features of reception as they emerge in our own
day in ecumenical discussion about Christian authority in matters of faith?
Perhaps the salient features are exactly those to which the evidence we have
been examining has been pointing us: It is a response, an active welcoming
by the people of God. That is, it is not simply “the submission of obedience
to a duly constituted authority,” a “passive acquiescence,”” but both an
intellectual consent (“an active exercise of the judgment”) and a consent
of the believing mind and heart,”™ in other words, it is a recognition. “By
‘reception’ we mean the fact that the people of God acknowledge...a
decision or statement because they recognize in it the apostolic faith. They
accept it because they discern a harmony between what is proposed to them
and the sensus fidelium of the whole Church.”” What is being recognized
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is the voice of the Holy Spirit, “that through that definition, whether it was
of asynod or a primate, the authentic, living voice of falth has been spoken
in the Church, to the Church, by God.”®

Because it is fundamentally an act of recognition, reception “does not
create truth or legitimize the decision. It is the final indication that such a
decision has fulfilled the necessary conditions for it to be a true expression
of the faith.”® But “our receiving has a positive, vital effect. % There is a
living continuous process in tension with that which is eternal in Christian
truth.
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