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In 1972 the eminent ecclesiologist Y ves Congar wrote regarding reception that “even if thisis

not a dangerous theme, it is one that is not often examined.”

Since Congar’ s article, many
theol ogians have studied the theologica concept of reception. | will explore the concept of
reception as a traditional Catholic notion, the recovery of which has been facilitated by the
Second Vatican Council’ s regppropriation of earlier models of the Church. In doing so, | will
examine the history and modern recovery of reception, theologicd judtification of the concept,
and implications for contemporary issues.

Gunther Gassman dtates, “ Reception hasits roots in the Latin words receptio and recpiere and
indicates that something is received, accepted, taken over, taken up, welcomed, actively affirmed
and included.”® Reception describes the active process whereby one entity dlaims asits own
something which did not originate within itself. Thisimprecise notion, which seemsto
encompass a great ded of human activity, assumes a unique position when gpplied to the
Church. Asamydery the Church is something that is a the same time human and divine. The
Church is ahuman redity imbued with the divine life of God's grace. Theinteraction of these
two aspects makes the Church something that cannot be fully understood, athough this does not
diminish the necessity of theologica reflection on the Church. When addressing the concept of
reception in relation to the mystery of the Church, as an ecclesiologicd redity, the definition of
reception must be refined. In relaion to juridica matters some theologians prior to the Second

Vatican Council gpplied the term in anarrowly defined exogenous manner. “Accordingly,

reception would exist properly only in the case of the reception of specific synods by the
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universal Church or by avery large part of the Church, or by separate Churches”® Against this
narrow definition of reception, Congar offered an dternative definition that has been the
foundation of theological discourse regarding the concept. For Congar reception is “the process
by means of which a church (body) truly takes over asits own aresolution that it did not
originate in regard to its salf, and acknowledges the measure it promulgates as arule gpplicable

toits own life™

Reception is understood as not merely submitting to a doctrine prescribed by an
authority, but involves one loca church community actively discerning the applicability of a
teaching for itsdf. The Holy Spirit guidesalocd church in this process of dlaiming asitsown
and further advocating ateaching that did not originate within itself.

The definition of reception set forth rests upon certain understandings of the Church itsdlf.
The process of reception clearly cannot take place within a structure or understanding of the
Church where mere submission is taken to be the process through which unity of belief is
obtained. Submission is seen as normeative where one body rules monarchicaly over the entire
Church. On the other hand, an understanding of the Church as polycephaous fosters the process
of reception. The Second Vatican Council recovered thismodel of the Church as having many
heads, which facilitated the recovery of the concept of reception. The theology of the episcopate
taught by the Council in chapter three of Lumen Gentium was one of collegidity. Every bishop
has come to be understood as exercising his pastord respongbility within his particular church.
“The very ancient practice whereby bishops duly established in dl parts of the world werein

communion with one another and with the Bishop of Rome in abond of unity, charity and peace

... [is] dready an indication of the collegiate character and aspect of the episcopal order.” This
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witnesses to the movement away from a hierarchica and Pope- centered understanding of the
Church to one that sees the Church as acommunion of local churches. Thismodd of the Church
underlies the recovery of the concept of reception.

Theologians reflecting on the mystery of the Church in the years following the Second
Vatican Council have recovered the concept of reception, not invented it anew. According to
Hermann Pottmeyer, “theologica reflection on reception has focused on three points.” These are
the “higtorica study of the phenomenon of reception,” *an accurate and systematic definition of
reception and itsrole in the life of the Church,” and “the relationship between the part played by
reception and the contemporary ecclesiology in agiven period.”® Turning to the first of these
points, ahistorical account of the use of the concept bears out the fact that receptionisa
traditional Catholic notion.

Anton Houtepen writes, “ Reception inits origina biblica sense (lambanein/ apolambanien,
deschesthai/apodeschesthai) is one of the main characteristics of faith itsdf.”” Theterm
lambanein means “to take, to accept, or to seize,” while dechomai means “to receive, accept,
approve, or assent to.” These terms are clearly resonant with the definition of reception given by
Congar and used in this paper. According to Houtepen, one of the main characterigtics of faithis
the process of actively accepting and making gpplicable to one' slife abelief that originated
outsde of one'sown experience. He notes that this processis not an innovation, but rather is

part of the foundationa aspect of Chrigtianity found in the Bible.
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Gassmann enumerates four ways in which reception is related to the Bible. Firt, “the Bible
itsalf isto alarge degree the resullt of reception.”® An oral tradition preceded the written version
of the Bible. The textsthat the Hebrew people chose to regard as inspired scripture come from a
variety of different sources, meaning that each community received the texts from other
communities. Second, the Bible contains numerous examples of reception, in both the Old and
New Testaments. “The fundamenta connection between tradition and reception, i.e. receiving
the tradition and handing it on — paralambanein and paradidonai — is dready present when Paul
refers (in rabbinic terminology) to the reception of tradition: ‘For | recelved from the Lord what |
aso ddlivered to you.””® The Book of Acts records the first instance of an ecclesia act of
reception in which the Antiochene community receives aletter from the apostles meeting:

“Upon their arrivd in Antioch they called the assembly together and delivered the letter. When
the people read it, they were ddlighted with the exhortation.”*° It isworth noting that while the
community of Antioch had been sent aletter with the authority of the gpostles, they did not
rgjoice over it until having read it. The contents of the exhortation and its rlevance for the
Antiochene community, not the origin of the letter, determined itsforce. The third way in which
reception reates to the Bible is that “the Bible has been received by the Church in the form of
the biblical canon.”** Fourth, “the Bible is continuoudly re-received through interpretation and
proclamation.”*?

While the examples that the Bible provides of reception in the foundationd period of
Chrigtianity are numerous, even more evidence of reception as atraditional Catholic concept is

to be found in the history of the early Church. The ecumenica councilsthat punctuated the first
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few centuries of Chridianity began to formalize the process of reception. These councils have
been the subject of much attention by theol ogians concerned with the concept of reception.

Before the councils ever formalized the process of reception, the Chrigtian churchesin the
first centuries after Chrigt received from one another various aspects of the faith. Gassmann has
identified five fidds in which reception played an important role. Theseinclude “the
formulation and reception of loca/regiond creedal texts” “the development of a more
formalized structure and concept of ordained ministry,” “the demarcation and reception of the
New Testament canon,” the close interrelation between traditio, receptio, and communio
developing with “the emergence of local and regional synods,” and “the gradua reception of
liturgical forms™*® The manner in which the distant Christian churches received these five areas
and the ecclesiologica model that developed from such matters set the stage for the first seven
ecumenica councils of the fourth through eghth centuries.

The study of the concept of reception as it relates to the seven great ecumenical councilsis
more complex than during the biblica and early Church periods. As the processes of reception
were formaly defined, the divide widened between consensus achieved &t the councils and the
unity of faith achieved in loca churches through the process of reception. Scholarly work
following the Second Vatican Council tended to focus on the former to the excluson of the
latter. Theologians such as Ulrich Kuhn have begun to question this gpproach. Kuhn writes,
“These councils ... spoke for the whole Church. What is decisve, however, for the validity of
their decisonsfor the Church in later times, is the reception process which begins after the
council.”** Reception then is seen to be the process whereby local churches embody in

liturgical, theologica and spiritual aspects of their dally life the decrees of the councils. The

13 | i

Ibid., pg. 120.
14 Kuhn, Ulrich. “Reception— an imperative and an opportunity.” InEcumenical perspectives on baptism, eucharist
and ministry, edited by Max Thurian. Geneva, Switzerland: World Council of Churches, 1983. Pg. 167.



Jesuit theologian Edward Kilmartin stetes, “the claim to represent the whole communion of
churches of the past and present had to be redlized by the ability of the council to evoke
reception by al the churches”®® This process was neither necessarily smooth nor immediate.
Congar notesthat “the creed of Nicaeawas ‘received’ in toto only after fifty-six years of
contentions punctuated by synods, excommunications, exiles, and imperid interventions and
violence™'® Theloca churches did not receive the teachings of the councils smply on the
authority of the bishops gathered there or the consensus that they reached. Rather, the local
churches themsalves determined whether or not they would appropriate the decrees as part of
ther own faith.

The necessity of the local churches to receive the decrees of the councils was understood by
the council fathers themsalves. Hermann Josef Sieben best describes the forma notion of
reception that grew out of these councils. * Sieben found that a consistent view emerged from
Nicaeal to Nicaeall (787). It was determined by the notions of consensio antiquitatis et
universitatis and the function of the Spirit who grounded the horizontd and vertica
consensus.”!’ The council fathers understood the need to ground their teachings not only in the
Church in the past (antiquitatis), but in the universa Church of the present (universitatis).
Guided by the Holy Spirit, the council fathers were able to maintain the divine aspect of the
Church while answering the concrete needs of the Church as ahuman inditution. The last of the
seven great ecumenica councils, Nicaealll, “proclaimed that for a Council to be considered
ecumenicd, it had to be received by the praesules ecclesiarum, and primarily by the pope.”8

That the decrees had to be received by dl the bishops indicates the importance of theloca
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churches in the process of reception. The understanding of reception as an ecclesiologica
concept, one that deals with the mystery of the Church, keegps one from conflating it with a
concept of mere socid history. The Church isimbued with the grace of God and thus the
vertical dimension of the received faith must likewise be taken into account.

After the period of the seven great ecumenical councils the use of the concept of reception as
defined by Congar began to wane. The ecclesiology in the Roman Catholic Church began to
shift from that of a communion of loca churches acting collegidly to one that focused on the
pope and obedience to his decrees. Ecclesiology shifted from polycephaism to monarchism.
With this change in contemporary ecclesiology, the concept of reception changed aswell. In
response to the Protestant Reformation and threats to Church authority the “post- Tridentine
church, excessively hierarchical, reduced reception to an aspect of congtitutional law.”*°
Removed from the context of polycephalism, the theologica redity which reception embodied
logt itsjudtification. Reception no longer addressed the vertica and horizonta aspects of
consensus, guided and grounded by the Holy Spirit. Reception became an empty signifier, a
symbol devoid of meaning, put to the use of supporting legalistic decrees and an ecclesiologica
absolutiam.

The concept of reception was further devalued of its theologica import by its association with
Gdlicanism, which reached a codified formulation in seventeenth century France. Gdlicanism
ingsted that reception on the part of the universal Church was necessary for any papd teaching
to be congdered infalible. The use of the concept of reception fit the motives of those who
espoused Gdlicanism, theologians who “tended chiefly to arestraint of the pope's authority in

the Church in favour of that of the bishops and the temporal ruler.”?® The dedline of Gallicanism
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resulted in the subsequent mistrust of the use of the concept of reception as one that might
propound Gallicanist tendencies.

The above historica account of the phenomenon of reception has shown the concept to be one
that istraditionaly Catholic. The historical use of reception serves to show that contemporary
theol ogians who make use of the concept are respecting the consensio antiquitatis; they have
recovered the concept of reception, not invented it anew. The historical precedent of the concept
of reception is the primary judtification for its recovery and use in contemporary theological
discourse.

This precedent is not the only justification for the contemporary recovery of the concept of
reception. Congar offers an important theologica justification for reception. Reception “ derives
from atheology of communion, itself associated with atheology of loca churches, a
pneumatology and atheology of tradition and a sense of the profound conciliarity of the
Church.”?! Beyond this, two concrete conditions underlie the theology of reception. Firgt, “the
universal Church cannot err in faith.” Second, “ consensus, or unanimity, is an effect of the Holy
Spirit and the Sign of his presence. 1t isthe Holy Spirit who brings about the unity of the Church
in space and time.”

Concerning the first condition, the universal Church isto be understood as a communion of
local churches, animated by the Holy Spirit. Congar writes, “ The whole body of the Church,
which is sructured locally asindividua churches, is enlivened by the Holy Spirit. The faithful

and the churches are true subjects of action and free initiative”?® Thefaithful and the churches

are not merely passive recipients of the teachings from Church authorities. They undertake an
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active process of gppropriating teachings unto themsdalves. The faithful discern the truths of the
matter and in so doing cooperate with God in the determination of their own lives.

The second condition answers the question of how the faithful and churches can * come to that
unity asliving independent subjects”** As amystery, the Church is adivine and human
indtitution animated not only by the actions of its members, but by the will of God made manifest
in the Holy Spirit. Congar proposes “that there are two means of arriving a unanimity:
obedience, and reception or consent.”>> The former predominates when the Church is conceived
of asamonarchicd ingtitution, as was the case during the later Middle Ages and in the post-
Tridentine Church. The latter predominates when the Church is conceived of as a communion of
locd churches, aswas stated in the first condition for the theological justification of reception.
As demondrated, this ecclesological mode of the Church was dominant in the early Church and
subsequently recovered in the Second Vatican Council’ s teaching on the collegidity of the
episcopate. It is during these two eras that the concept of reception was also used in the manner
that Congar definesit.

Congar extends the theological justification of reception by showing the connection between
the concept and a correct understanding of the Trinity. “If, in trinitarian theology, the
consderation of the hypostases is not obscured by an affirmation of the unity of nature, but is
instead fully developed, one may aso, in ecclesiology, see persond subjects communicating ina
unity which is not imposed on them so as to obscure them asindividuas™® A correct
understanding of the relationship between God the Father, Chrigt, and the Holy Spirit leadsto a
correct ecclesology; aheretical or unbaanced understanding of this very same relaion leadsto

an ecclesology that is likewise unbalanced. In seeing each of the Persons of the Trinity as
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possessing the fullness of the divine life according to their distinctive personhood, so too will dl
of those of the universd Church be seen as “a communion in which each individud isdiveto
whatever another may reveal to him.”?’

A find aspect of Congar’ s theology of reception concerns the relationship of the
aforementioned theology and thejuridical implications. Regarding a decree from legitimate
Church authority, Congar said, “reception is not condtitutive of the juridical quality of a decision.
It has no bearing on the forma aspect of the action, but on its content. It does not confer
vdidity, but affirms, acknowledges and attests that this matter is for the good of the Church.”2®
With regard to the councils examined in the higtorica analysis of the phenomena of reception,
Congar articulates that “it is not the juridical correction of a Council or its properly formal
structure that ensures its authenticity, but the content of its teaching.”>®  Such teaching and “the
vdidity of Councils derives from their expresson of the faith of the Apostles and the Fathers, the
tradition of the Church.”®® Congar makesit clear that reception does not concern only the form
by which given teachings are formulated, but the truth of the matter pronounced upon, which is
guarded by the Holy Spirit.

| would like to advance athird justification for the use of the concept of reception, based on
the work of the American philosopher William James. Broadly considered, the foundation of
Pragmatism, James s theory of truth, is not identica to the theologica judtification of reception
provided by Congar. Thereis, however, a certain resonance that could be explored in future
works. James sates, “The truth of an ideais not a stagnant property inherent init. Truth

happensto anidea. It becomes true, is made true by events. Its verity isin fact an event, a
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process: the process namdly of its verifying itsdf, its veri-fication. Itsvdidity isthe process of
itsvalid-ation.”*! In much the same way, reception confirms the truth of ateaching areedy true
by virtue of coming from the Holy Spirit. It must be noted, however, that while the process of
verification makes an idea true for James, Congar holds that ateaching istruein itsalf because of
its relaion to the teachings of the gpostles and that the process of reception ismerdy a
verification of that inherent truth.

| note a second Smilarity between theologica judtification of reception and the Pragmatist
theory of truth in its ingstence on the effectiveness of ateaching. A core tenet of Pragmatism’s
conception of the truth is that “the possession of truth, so far from being here an end in itsdlf, is
only apreliminary means towards other vital satisfactions”®? Truth and usefulness are not seen
as separate redlities for the Pragmati<t, but rather different names for the same process of
veification: “Trueisthe name for whatever idea starts the verificationprocess, useful isthe
name for its completed function in experience”®® In much the same way, Congar states, “the
reception of a Coundil isidentical with its effectiveness”* A teaching that the faithful and local
churches do not receiveis one that has not made an impact on their lives and isnot ussful. In
addressing the norreception of Nicaea |l by the Frankish theologians, Kilmartin notes, “the
matter did not redly touch ther lives of faith When conciliar decisons do not relate directly to
thelife of faith of a church, one can hardly expect that they will be considered important or even

understandable.”®> While the Pragmatist account of truth may not be accepted as ajustification

31 James, William. “Pragmatism’s Conception of Truth.” InPragmatism, collected in William James: Writings
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for the concept of reception, it does bear a certain resemblance to the theologica judtification for
reception offered by Congar.

The concept of reception holds important implications for severa contemporary issues in the
Church. Inthetheologica discourse surrounding ecumenism, reception has become what
Gassmann terms the “ new holy word.”® Kuhn acknowledges that “the problem of reception has
thus emerged as a key problem of the ecumenical movement.”®” The ecumenical project of
bringing together different church bodies to formulate statements of agreement is one that surely
involves a process of reception. The document that has been the most widdly studied with regard
to itsfar reaching ecumenica implications is Baptism — Eucharist — Ministry, produced by the
Faith and Order commission of the World Council of Churches. In caling upon each church to
respond to the document, the Faith and Order commission has asked each church to evauate its
ability to receive the document. The response of the churches was not to be only an officid
response, but an actua process of reception. Houtepen draws on the theology of communion and

local churches that underlies the concept of reception:

If ‘reception’ does not apply to texts alone, but to theliving reality of faith itself; if by ‘receiving’ a
dogmatic statement of another church or of the ecumenical dialogue, churches recognize those other
churches as faithful to the apostolic tradition; then ‘ reception’ not only expresses arational ‘consensus’ or
‘mutual understanding’; it also is the beginning of ‘ acceptance’ and of ‘homology’: common confession,
whichisan essential condition for communion and unity. Ecumenical reception is not the signature under
acontract, but akiss of peace among sister churches®

The ecumenicd project thus relies on the process of reception as defined by Congar. Reception
isto be understood as the process of loca churches receiving agreements made with other local
churches. Theissue becomes more than forma agreements made between legitimate authorities
of particular churches. It assumes the status sSimilar to the teachings pronounced upon by the

early ecumenical councils. The decrees may be true; however, ther effectiveness depends upon
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their reception by the universa Church, the People of God. Kuhn notes that “this dlows for the
possihility of ingsting on the responsbility of the whole people of God in the devel opment of
church doctrine.”*® How this process of reception will be accomplished in so many churches,
representing SO many differing structura conditions, remains one of the chalenges of the
ecumenica movement.

The teachings of Humanae Vitae represent another contemporary issue with implications for
reception. Those to whom Humanae Vitae was directed have not received its teachings.
Cardina Avery Dulles examines potentid reasons for the non-reception of Humanae Vitae.
Dulles harkens back to Congar’ s understanding as reception being equated with effectiveness.
The opposition to contraception pronounced in Humanae Vitae is clearly not an effective
teaching since it has not affected the lives of those to whom it was directed. It is certainly not
the case, as Nicaea |l wasfor the Franks, that the teaching treated addressed matters that “did not
really touch their lives” The matter of effectiveness here was the ability of the magigterium to
convey to the faithful in amanner that could be understood and gppropriated as their own belief,
the essentid teaching of Humanae Vitae. Dulles, however, does not fed it necessary for the
magisterium to do so: “it must be recognized that the primary task of ecclesiagticd authority isto

give testimony to the truth rather than to persuade.”*°

While this may the case, the non-reception
of the teaching has rendered it ineffective and unless ways are found to reformulate the teaching,
it will remain ineffective. Dulles points out thet nontreception is, however, part of the ongoing

reception process. “1n some cases the magisterium profits from carefully considered criticism
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coming from faithful and obedient Catholicsin order to nuance traditiond doctrine™** Thisis
indeed the case with the teachings of Humanae Vitae, dthough unlessthe criticism is heeded, the
reception process will have come to a complete halt, rendering the teaching permanently
ineffective,

The concept of reception is one that belongs to Cathalic tradition. The history of itsuse
confirms that reception is an active process that was fundamentd in the creation and
transmission of Churchteachings. The justification for the use of reception in ecclesologica
discourse relies not only on its being a traditiond Catholic concept, but in being a concept that is
consonant with the theologica framework of the Church. Reception has once again become an
important issue following the ecclesiologica recovery of collegidity at the Second Vatican
Council, a gtructure present in the early Church. Issues of reception and non-reception play an
important role in the ecumenica movement aswell asin contemporary Church teachings, such
as the prohibition of contraception. Reception will continue to be an important matter of
ecclesology asthe Holy Sprit continues to guide the universa Church in advancing teachingsto
dedl with our changing human Stuation, and ensuring the unity of faith both with tradition and

dl thefaithful that Christ intended for the Church.
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