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Don't fretabout church's pendulum swings 
Recent articles in the press about ac­

tions of the pope regarding the church's 
teaching authority invite us "all to reflect 
on the theme of "teaching with authori­
ty." According to.two reports last week, 
the pope has acted to reemphasize limi­
tations on the teaching authority of the­
ologians and bishops' conferences. His 
actions do not "add" anything to exist­
ing positions on these matters, but they 
reinforce what we already know about 
the tone of this papacy in recent years: 
Vatican officials are moving toward in­
creasing centralization of church au­
thority. This direction is obviously a re­
action on Rome's part to • what they 
perceive to be too great an emphasis on 
the more traditional theology that em­
phasizes the church's teaching authority 
residing jyith local bishops on behalf of 
diocesan churches. 

The fact that there is some "pendulum 
swinging" on this question should notbe 
surprising to us. The entire history of the 
church has been a continual series of 
power struggles between the several lev­
els and kinds of authority exercised 
across church ranks. Even ifwegoall the 
way back to the New .Testament itself we 
find recognition ofdifferent kinds of au­
thority recognized by the church. 

As we all struggle with the 'ways in 
which our own conduct and moral lives 
arc affected by the moral teachings of 

the, 
moral 

the church, it is informative to reflect on 
a few of the major understandings of 
"teaching with authority" that are present 
in the New Testament. We learn a few 
things right away; the fact that there are 
different theologies of teaching authori-
ty is itself a new realization for many. 

On the one hand, the entire history of 
teaching authority-has been influenced 
by the final image in Matthew's Gospel. 
Here the risen Christ explains to the 
apostles that "all authority in heaven and 
earth" has. been given to him, and he 
commissions them to "make disciples of 
all nations ... teaching them to observe 
all that I have commanded you." 

Of the four Gospels, we know that 
Matthew's is the one most interested in 
the church as a visible, structured orga­
nization. Matthew, more than Mark, 
Luke or John, is addressing problems like 
marriage legislation -and Sabbath obser­

vance. These were apparently the hot is­
sues regarding teaching and authority in 
his church at that time. Matthew's con­
cern was about die church as institution, 
and how it should exercise juridical au­
thority. For him, it was die church struc­
tures, conditions of membership, the na­
ture of the church, that were most 
important. When he concluded his 
Gospel with the image of Jesus passing 
on teaching authority, he was promoting 
this vie*w of institutional teaching au­
thority. 

ButScripture scholars are quick to tell 
us that Matthew's is not the only theolo­
gy of the chuVch in the New Testament, 
nor is his the only theology of moral 
teaching. As is usually the case, there is 
another equally valid, arid complemen­
tary, theology of moral behavior and 
moral teaching to be found in the New 
Testament. 

This other view is present particularly 
in the writings of John and Paul. It em­
phasizes morality and the moral life as 
the practical living out of the individual 
Christian's faith. In this view, moral guid­
ance is considered more a part of the 
church's sanctifying power rather than its 
teaching power. For John and Paul, Christ 
and his Spirit are the "internal Teacher" 
of Christians striving to live their faith. 

Passages like 1 John 2:27 support this 
other view of morality, teaching and the 

"internal authority" of God's grace. The 
passage reads: "But die anointing which 

you received from him abides in you, and 
you have no need that anyone should 
teach you; as his anointing teaches you 
about everything, and is true, and is no 
lie." 

This notion of "internal teaching" and 
the authority of those anointed in the 
Holy Spirit (meaning all of us initiated 
into die church) was not emphasized in 
my own education as a Catholic. I 
learned a great deal about the kind of 
teaching audiority diat Matdiew's Gospel 
assumes, and that is so dominant in all 
our thinking about the churchVstruc-
tures and institutions. But I learned prac­
tically nothing about the kind of teach­
ing illustrated in the passage from 1 John 
and emphasized by John and Paul. 

The fact that the pendulum swings 
should not unduly upset us, whether 
we're convinced that that js a good or a 
bad thing. The fact that we each receive 
instruction within us from the Spirit who 
"teaches with authority" should inspire 
us to spend some effort grappling with 
what we know about our moral lives from 
within — perhaps as a substitute for be­
coming unduly upset about the exercise 
of authority "from without." 

• • • 
Sister Sclwelles is president of St. Bernard's 
Institute. 

SUBSTITUTING MEANING FOR ADDICTION IN TANZANIA 

Father Fabian Mbunda 
(bottom row, second from 
left), has helped more 

than 260. impoverished 

young men in Tanzania 

kick drugs.f One of these 

young of en is 19-year-old 

Chris who explained that 

his faith helped him to 

escape drugs and find a new meaning for his life. 

t Almost every day. Father Fabian travels hundreds of 

miles, giving talks at schools and community centers,,; 

organizing seminars and distributing anti-drug literature. 

Most importantly, this local priest shares with the young 

people he meets the "Good News" of Jesus Christ and 

His message of hope, love and salvation. Through a 

Gift Annuity, with the Propagation of the Faith, you can 

help'the future missionary work of the Church — and you 

benefit as well. A Propagation of the Faith Gift Annuity 

can provide you with income for the rest of your life at a 

favorable rate of return. Please write for information. 

& THE PROPAGATION OF THE FAITH 
Please mail coupon to:-Bishop William J. McCormack, National Directorv 

Propagation of the Faith. 366 Fifth Avenue. 12th Floor, New York, NY 10001 

• $100 

Name 

O • Please send information on your Gift Annuity 
for the Church in the Missions today, I enclose...' 

a $50 a $25 a $10 • . $ . Jother) 

Address •_ 

City State. -Zip 

Please remember The-Society for the. Propagation of the Faith 
when writing or changing your Will. 

Share a 
Great Compassion 

Sr M. Lucy 
Native of: San Francisco, California 
Prior Experience: Medical Technologist 

When I was in my mid-thirties, I felt myself 
drawn to God. One evening I had occasion to 
read closely the 25th Responsorial Psalm... 
"One thing I ask is to divell in the house of 
the Lord forever... behold Mis beauty" The 
words hit me profoundly. It was. as if they 

expressed my deepest heart's desire. 
A few months later I applied to the Hawthorne Dominicans 

and here I am. In retrospect, how simply and smoothly Our 
Lord guided me along the journey of discernment. 

The Dominican 
of Hawthorne 

New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Georgia, Minnesota 

We nurse incurable cancer patients in seven free, modern nurs­
ing homes. Many who enter our community have no prior nurs­
ing experience. Living our vows and participating in the life of 
the Church by prayer and sacraments enables us to serve God in 

"this apostolate. 

Interested women are invited to visit throughout the year. 
For more information: write or call, Sr. M. Joseph, O.P., 

Dominican Sisters Of Hawthorne, 600 Linda Avenue, Hawthorns, NY 10532 • Til: (914) 769-4794 
Visit our WEB site - http://www.hawthorne-dominicans.org/dsh/dshmain.html 
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