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Episcopacy - Conciliarity - Collegiality - Primacy:
The Theology and the Task of Episcopacy from an Old
Catholic Perspective

Günter Esser

1. An Ecclesiological Basic Decision

We have a riddle in German asking the question of priority as regards chro¬

nology or contents: 'Which was first, the chicken or the egg?' On closer
examination, you will find that the riddle, applied to whatever problem, is

not to be taken quite seriously. Is the riddle a rhetorical sophistry? Whether
chicken or egg, what really matters is the result, i.e. a chicken-yard with
lucky chickens, which once slipped out of the eggs and now support the
subsistence of their owner.

It might be a bit bold to transfer this riddle to the ecclesiological ques¬
tion: 'Which was first, the universal church or the local church?' Would
it lead us into a kind of ecclesiological hair-splitting? After all, the local
church is not neglected in the ecclesiology that takes its starting point with
the universal church (the ecclesiology preferred in the Roman Catholic
church), and the universal church has its place in the ecclesiology that
takes its starting point from the local church. Is the difference only de¬

pendent on how you set the ecclesiological accents when discussing the
church of Jesus Christ?

Following the structures of the ancient church, the starting point of
all Old Catholic ecclesiological considerations is the ecclesia localis, the
local church, and that means always the diocese. The Statute of the Inter¬
national Old Catholic Bishops' Conference (IBC) of 2000 defines the local
church as a 'communion of people, which by the reconciliation in Jesus

Christ and by the outpouring and the continuous work of the Holy Spirit is
constituted as a unity in a given place around a bishop with the eucharist as

its center'. It 'is a complete church that carries out its tasks autonomously
in that given place'.1 The local church is the ecclesiological starting point,

1 'Statute of the Old Catholic Bishops United in the Union of Utrecht', A. 'Preamble:
The Ecclesiological Foundations of the Union of Utrecht", para. 3.1. Cf. Urs von Arx.
Maja Weyermann (eds.), Statut der Internationalen Altkatholischen Bischofskonferenz
(IBK). Offizielle Ausgabe infönfSprachen, Beiheft zu IKZ 91 (2001), pp. 28-29.
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because here, in leiturgia, martyria and diakonia the concrete life of the

church takes place.2
Therefore the local church is fully church, a realisation of the one, holy,

catholic and apostolic church in a definite place, with nothing missing
except the communion with other local churches 'in which it recognizes
its own essence.'3 However, the local church is not a monad, but lives its

catholicity and apostolicity in communion with other local churches. It
is dependent on this communion. With this communio ecclesiarum the

universality of the church also comes into focus, even if always starting
from the fundamental point of departure which is the local church. Seen

from the perspective of the ecclesiology of the local church, the universal
church cannot have the shape of a 'superdiocese' or a 'superchurch'
which consequently would have to have a 'superbishop' to lead it. The lo¬

cal church remains the fundamental ecclesiological entity. Thus the com¬

munio ecclesiarum is a community of equal local churches, because as

regards their catholicity they are identical churches.4
Another but theologically no less important aspect was brought into

the discussion by the late Old Catholic theologian Herwig Aldenhoven.
Discussing the question of the priority of either the universal or the local
church, he placed the local church ecclesiology into the context of trini¬
tarian analogies.5 He transferred this conception of the trinitarian persons
to the ecclesia localis and/or to the communio ecclesiarum. Starting with
relations inside the Trinity, Aldenhoven gives the communio ecclesiarum

something like a 'quasi-personal character', because it also realizes itself
likewise substantially in communion.

Aldenhoven perceives a fundamental difference to the Roman Catho¬

lic ecclesiology in this view of communion. He refers to the Protestant

theologian Miroslav Volf who draws attention to the fact that for Joseph

Ratzinger the universal church is related to the local churches like the

divine nature refers to the three persons inside the Trinity. As Volf wrote,
such a view fits Ratzinger's ecclesiology with its strong stress on the uni¬

versal church which, although it exists in the local churches, is the start-

2 Cf. 'Statute', p. 29, para. A.3.3.
3 'Statute', p. 29, para. A.3.2.
4 Cf. Urs von Arx. 'Ein "Petrusamt" in der Communio der Kirchen. Erwägungen

aus altkatholischer Perspektive', IKZ 93 (2003), pp. 1-42, at p. 9.
5 Cf. Herwig Aldenhoven, 'Trinitarische Analogien und Ortskirchenekklesiolo¬

gie', IKZ 92 (2002), pp. 65-75.
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