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MODELS OF THE CHURCH
D nu M N STIREANU

Ecclesiology undoubtedly occupied a central place in the theological debates of the twentieth
century. Nevertheless, it would be very difficult to find an area where there is more disagreement
among theologians. Explanations for this vary greatly, from hermeneutical stances,1 through
differences of perspective, to variations in personal experience.2 According to Dulles, however, the
crux of the matter is nevertheless a disagreement over the nature of the church. This is, perhaps, not
at all surprising, when we remember that one of the most common biblical categories for describing
the church is that of 'mystery'.3 If we add to this the overwhelming variety of pictures used by the
New Testament in order to describe the church, we can understand even more clearly the great
difficulty of the task ahead of us.
Paul Minear has catalogued and analysed over eighty figures of the Church.4 They are
drawn from the most varied areas of life: marriage, family, society, religion, agriculture,
construction, anatomy, etc. The metaphors blend and intersect, delighting the imagination of the
preacher, but certainly puzzling the theologian in search of a coherent picture of the whole.
The way biblical images of the church work together is characterised by a fair degree of
flexibility, so that figures from relatively unrelated areas collapse into each other, as in the case of
the body and temple metaphors in 1 Corinthians 6:19. Connected to this conflation of metaphors,
we also witness in some cases a certain degree of ambiguity concerning the metaphorical or the
literal nature of the images. According to Clowney, this happens for instance in the image of the
Christians seen as members of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12), as well as in those of the church seen
as the family or as the people of God.5
Before discussing their possible theological use, we need to understand how these figures of
the church function in the sacred text and how we are to interpret them. Clowney warns us that we
do not have to take them simply as 'word-metaphors', following the outdated substitutionary theory
described earlier. He suggests rather the use of the principle of analogy, which may yield better
results simply 'because God has established a universe with analogical structure'.6 We will not here
enter into an argument about the nature of analogy, but simply mention that we refer in this context
to an 'analogy of proportion'.7
Clowney underlines that a significant application of this principle can be found in what he
calls the 'theological' nature of these figures. By this, he means that 'they continuously relate the
church to the triune God' - a very important observation for what we are attempting to do in the
present work. Thus, if the church is actually 'the icon of the Trinity', it would be only natural to
expect the doctrine of the church to be developed from a trinitarian perspective, the consistency of
which we suggest should be examined using the perichoretic model that we will be formulating.
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We now need to move on to the relationship between the biblical figures of the church and
their possible use as ecclesiological models. The history of theology shows that down the centuries
theologians have favoured one or the other of the main biblical figures of the church, according to
the degree to which they appeared to fit their theological programme. The two main figures that
have always competed for the role of controlling metaphor are 'the body of Christ' and 'the people
of God'.
The most striking example in this area is a relatively recent one. Vatican II, in its 'Dogmatic
Constitution of the Church', generally known as Lumen Gentium, appears to have initiated an
ecclesiological shift away from the central role played traditionally by the metaphor of 'the body of
Christ. The theologians of the council attempted to counteract the possibly negative consequences
of this unilateral focus, balancing it with insights provided by the figure of 'the people of God',
which has traditionally dominated Reformed ecclesiology. Whether or not they were successful in
this endeavour is still open to debate.8
A more important issue, however, appears to be the extent to which it is profitable to use
biblical metaphors of the church as ecclesiological models. If we look in the Scriptures, we can
readily observe that the divinely inspired authors do not appear to favour one figure at the expense
of the others.9 Thus, Brueggemann contends:
There is no one single or normative model of church life. It is dangerous and
distorting for the church to opt for an absolutist model that it insists upon in every
circumstance. Moreover, we are more prone to engage in such reductionism if we
do not keep alive a conversation concerning competing and conflicting models.
Or, to put it positively, models of the church must not be dictated by cultural
reality, but they must be voiced and practiced in ways that take careful account of
the particular time and circumstance into which God's people are called. Every
model of the church must be critically contextual.10
This appears to be true, in spite of the fact that we may justifiably argue that some metaphors, like
the ones already mentioned, have a more comprehensive range of meanings than others. Rather, the
biblical record works with a 'vast pluralism of metaphors'11 the whole picture being the result of
putting together the various pieces of this puzzle, beginning, of course, with the weightier ones.
Clowney is correct when, after analysing a number of biblical images suggested as
comprehensive models for ecclesiology, he concludes that:
...the effort to construct one model as an archetype from a Scriptural metaphor has
not succeeded. It is conceivable that a particular metaphor could so be used, but
we begin to see the dangers that would threaten the project.
The formation of the archetypal model requires a distinct process of
construction. The metaphors of Scripture are employed occasionally, not
systematically or comprehensively. The metaphor that would be extended to use
as a model must be such that other scriptural metaphors and non-metaphorical
statements can be included in it. It must also be such that it suggests new ways of
understanding the riches of scriptural teaching about the church.12
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Does all this mean, however, that in ecclesiology we have to work with a multitude of
models? Dulles suggests this solution when he says that if we attempt to be balanced in our
approach, 'we have to keep several models in the air at the same time'.13 Obviously, our agreement
on this matter depends on the definition of model being used. Kuhn's theory of models appears not
to favour such a position. For him, the model, or paradigm, is a super-theory that controls the whole
area under scrutiny. If we agree with this, it follows that in order to get the best results we have to
use only one 'exclusive' model for ecclesiology at any given time. Goldingay agrees with this
position when he says:
The different models of the church cannot be related to each other as models. It is
as difficult to find the relationships between the church as mystical communion
and the church as servant as it is to combine the elements of a painting of a
cornfield by Van Gogh with elements of one by Constable. Each is offering an
account of the whole from a particular perspective.14
Nevertheless, this does not mean that any given model can be absolute or that it excludes
other possible approaches. Neither does it mean that one particular model is as good as any other.
Such relativism would only engender confusion and meaninglessness. As in the case of good or bad
metaphors, we need criteria15 which will allow us to judge the extent to which the 'redescription' of
the church provided by a certain model 'fits' first and foremost the biblical data, and secondly the
experience/tradition of the Christian community through the centuries.
From a classic Protestant perspective the first criterion appears to be quite unproblematic,
with only one possible exception. We need to ask ourselves what happens when, for a reason or
another, a certain biblical metaphor becomes problematic in the contemporary context. Some may
be tempted to suggest that if it no longer works, we should simply find a new one. The issue,
however, is not as simple as it appears to be. As Boersma points out in a recent article on the
relevance of penal substitution, 'while metaphors are culturally formed and embedded, we cannot
simply exchange them for others without also affecting the contents of what we are saying. We
need to ask what is lost in the shift from one metaphor or model to another'.16
The second criterion consists in the need to validate the metaphors we use within the
Christian communion of. One may ask why it is necessary to check our models over against the
experience of the communio of the faithful. We have to do this firstly because this is the primary
source of the biblical images, themselves and secondly because if a certain metaphor does not catch
the imagination of the Christian community it cannot work effectively in renewing its vision. This
may not be as easy to accomplish today, as it used to be in the past. We agree with Dulles that 'in
times of rapid cultural change, such as our own, a crisis of images is to be expected. Many
traditional images lose their former hold on people, while the new images have not yet had time to
gain their full power. The contemporary crisis of faith is, I believe, in very large part a crisis of
images'.17 What we may need to witness is, as Minear argues, the power of imagination being
restored to the church of Christ.18 Without this dynamic, there is little hope that we will experience
any real church renewal.
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To these considerations we may need to add a kind of pragmatic corollary, which has to do
with the practical consequences of applying a certain model or theory within an ecclesial
community. If these consequences are negative, we may need to re-check the theoretical
reconstruction that informs our practice. Dulles is right when he argues that 'a model that leads to
practical abuses is, even from a theoretical standpoint, a bad model'.19
In the light of what has been said already, it is also reasonable to contend that much
confusion can be avoided if the ecclesiological model for which we are looking is constructed from
outside of the limited data of biblical revelation. This is precisely our approach in the present thesis,
by suggesting a perichoretic model of the church. We believe this could be a valuable instrument
for investigating ecclesiological systems in general, but particularly those developed on a trinitarian
basis. Moreover, it might prove to be a very useful basis for renewing our ecclesiological thinking.
At the same time, such an approach does not have to exclude recourse to biblical metaphors
of the church: quite the contrary. In fact, as Clowney rightly argues, 'we can never discard the
metaphors of Scripture. The metaphorical form is not chaff to be blown away once the wheat of
meaning has been harvested. No, the metaphors remain, not only to compel us to re-check our
conclusions, but also to lead us into further understanding produced by the power of their truth'.20
However, as he points out, they have to be 'understood in their context by careful exegesis', which
has to be 'sensitive to both their independent structure and their interrelation'. Likewise, we have to
be careful not to 'interpret scriptural metaphors by imaginatively applying [to them] our own
associations',21 which may be very different from those normally made by the implied readers of the
text. Furthermore, 'we must also take account of the horizon of the history of redemption in which
the discourse is found'.22
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