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Avery Dulles’s Models of the Church has become a permanent fixture in contemporary ecclesiology.  Cardinal Dulles was the first to use models in an attempt to provide a common method for various theological traditions to discuss their ecclesiological differences.  Indeed, more than one writer has praised this work for its contribution to ecumenical dialogue.
  In this paper, I present Dulles’s five models of the Church.  Regarding each, I first describe each model:  the institutional, communio, sacramental, heraldic, and servant models.  Then, I summarize Dulles’s understanding of John Paul the Second’s ecclesiology.

The institutional model of the Church (IMC) was first proposed at Trent by Robert Bellarmine, who defined the Church as a society “as visible and palpable as the community of the Roman people.”
  Rejecting the IMC is not the same as rejecting the institutions of the Church.  Dulles only means to show that the visible structures are not the essence of the Church.
  For the institutionalist, the Church has three functions:  teaching, sanctifying, and governing.  Insofar as it teaches the Church is a school, with the bishops being the teachers; insofar as the Church sanctifies, it sanctifies through the Sacraments, which are regulated by the hierarchy; and insofar as it governs, it does so through the bishops, who govern in their own names.  Thus, this model places a great emphasis on the Church’s leadership.
  Although Dulles lists a few benefits of the IMC, overall he is quite critical of it, calling it prone to clericalism, juridicism, and triumphantalism.
  While he later regrets his severe treatment of the IMC, he nevertheless stands by his conviction that the IMC should not be the primary model in any ecclesiology.

Second, Dulles presents the model of Church as mystical communion (MCMC).  Through Christ, God the Father has sought communion with man.  Not only Christ and man, but also the angels and saints belong to the Church; hence more than her visible structures and Sacraments constitute the Church.  The Holy Spirit—and thus not primarily institutions—unifies the Church.  Adherents to this model argue that the MCMC has the weight of Tradition behind it, more so than the IMC.  These theologians point to Romans 12 and 1 Corinthians 12, in which Paul likens the Church to the Body of Christ.  Both of these passages stress the mutual dependence of the local communities upon one another.
  Furthermore, Dulles sees the seeds of a communio ecclesiology in Augustine and Aquinas.

The Council never describes the Church as a “communion,” but always as a “sacrament of communion”;
 nevertheless, communio is the central ecclesiological idea of the Second Vatican Council.
  Christ calls each person to communion with his Father, and in man’s free response he loves God in return.  This love for God, however, pours itself out for others, becoming an ecclesial charity.
  Unlike some communio models in which, “the hierarchical aspect of the Church runs the risk of appearing superfluous,”
 Vatican II recognizes that communion with the universal Church must inform the communio of the local churches.  Hence, the Catechism can say that while communion is realized and maintained through the local ordinary, the bishop’s authority “must be exercised in communion with the whole Church under the guidance of the Pope.

Dulles next presents his favorite model, the sacramental model of the Church.  Dulles thinks the scholastic theologians restrictively used the term ‘sacrament’ to refer to the seven Sacraments instituted by Christ.
  Following Augustine and pre-scholastic theologians, the Fathers of Vatican II call the Church a ‘sacrament’ in a broad sense, insofar as it is an efficacious sign that “precontains the reality that it signifies and brings about.”
  A sacrament expresses the incarnational nature of reality in which the spiritual order seeks its proper form of expression in the material world.
  A sacrament is not an individual exchange of grace between God and men; rather, it is a “socially constituted or communal symbol of the presence of grace coming to fulfillment.”
  In other words, the Sacraments must happen in the context of the Church.  The Church, then, serves as a visible sign of Christ’s saving unity, a unity of all men who look upon Jesus in faith for their salvation and as the bringer of unity and peace.
  Furthermore, the Church has an outer and an inner aspect.  The outer aspect, i.e., the institutional aspect, is necessary but not sufficient for constituting the Church:  “the offices and rituals of the Church must palpably appear as the actual expressions of faith, hope, and love of living men.”
  The institution, therefore, signifies and helps to bring about the faith, hope, and love of its members; thus, the Church is a sacrament because it brings about the faith, hope, and love that it signifies.

The fourth and fifth models are the heraldic and servant model, both of which take on a different tone from the other models.  The heraldic model de-emphasizes the interpersonal and mystical communion and focuses on the Church as a recipient of the Gospel and its responsibility to proclaim it.  The Sacraments and institutions are secondary to preaching the word.
  The servant model asserts the worldly aspect of the Church, pointing out that it is a part of the total human family.  Jesus was a suffering servant, one who washed the feet of his disciples and came to serve rather than be served.
 Vatican II shows some signs of the servant model.  Gaudium et spes states, “For here grows the body of a new human family, a body which even now is able to give some kind of foreshadowing of the new age,” which indicates a certain unity of the human family and the necessity of serving others;
 yet the document makes a distinction between earthly progress and the increase of the kingdom.
  While neither the heraldic nor the servant model is seen as primary in contemporary Catholic ecclesiology, the Church acknowledges both to be parts of a satisfactory ecclesiology.

In the 2002 edition of Models of the Church, Dulles describes John Paul the Second’s ecclesiology to demonstrate how the models can be harmonized.  Dulles warns that each individual model is an idealization, so in reality none of them sufficiently describes the Church, which will always partially elude complete human categorization.
  A successful ecclesiology must take into account the major contributions of each model.
  Dulles treats John Paul II’s ecclesiology as an exemplar of how to integrate the models.  John Paul II shows a preference for the communio model, but he incorporates each of the other models as well.
  John Paul sees the supreme model of the Church in the Holy Trinity, which is a communion of persons.
  The Church begins with the family, which is an ecclesia domestica.  The universal Church is itself a family whose principle of unity is the Holy Spirit.
  The Holy Spirit provides a vertical dimension to the Church, since its primary function is to call all men to holiness.
  Holiness is always personal, and thus the Church’s mission consists of its members responding to God’s gift of grace in their own lives.  The Church, however, has an institutional dimension, insofar as it is necessary to promote unity.  Christ established the hierarchy to facilitate communio, primarily through the Sacraments, which impart the divine life.
  The Sacrament to which the Church is most similar is that of reconciliation, since Christ was sent into the world to reconcile all things to himself (Colossians 1:20).  John Paul II called for a new evangelization in 1983,
 reminding believers that the love of Christ pushes believes to preach the Gospel to others.  This proclamation is both in word and deed:  since every man is made in the image and likeness of God, he has dignity, and Christians are obligated to serve Christ in serving his brothers.  Thus, John Paul II’s ecclesiology incorporates the heraldic and servant models as well.
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