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Avery Dulles Models Of The Church

avery dulles models of the church have played a significant role in shaping our
understanding of the ecclesial nature and mission of the Church throughout modern
theological thought. These models, developed by the renowned Catholic theologian Avery
Dulles, serve as conceptual frameworks that help believers, scholars, and clergy to
interpret the multifaceted mission, structure, and identity of the Church in a
contemporary context. Dulles's approach aims to bridge the gap between theological
tradition and modern culture, offering nuanced perspectives that highlight different
dimensions of the Church’s existence. Understanding these models provides insight into
how the Church perceives itself and how it engages with the world around it.

Introduction to Avery Dulles and His Theological
Approach

Avery Dulles (1923–2008) was a Jesuit priest and a distinguished theologian who made
significant contributions to ecclesiology—the study of the Church. His work is especially
notable for synthesizing traditional Catholic doctrine with contemporary philosophical and
cultural insights. Dulles believed that no single model could fully capture the complexity
of the Church, so he proposed a typology consisting of six distinct but interconnected
models. These models serve as lenses through which the Church's nature and mission
can be understood, appreciated, and critically examined.

The Six Models of the Church

Dulles's models of the Church are classified into six categories, each representing a
different way of understanding what the Church is and how it functions within the world.
These are: the Church as a Institution, Mystical Communion, Sacrament, Herald, Servant,
and Community of Disciples. Each model emphasizes certain aspects of the Church’s
identity and mission, providing a comprehensive framework for theological reflection.

1. The Church as an Institution

The first model views the Church primarily as a formal, organized body with authoritative
structures, laws, and hierarchical leadership.

Focus: Authority, stability, and order1.
Key Features: Hierarchies, doctrines, canonical laws2.
Strengths: Ensures unity and continuity within the Church3.
Challenges: Risks becoming overly rigid or bureaucratic4.

This model emphasizes the importance of church laws, governance, and the role of the



clergy. It underscores the Church's role in maintaining doctrinal integrity and providing a
stable community for believers.

2. The Church as a Mystical Communion

The mystical communion model highlights the relational and spiritual bonds among
believers, emphasizing the Church as a vibrant community united by faith and love.

Focus: Personal relationships and shared spiritual life1.
Key Features: Unity in Christ, shared prayer, love among members2.
Strengths: Emphasizes the communal aspect of faith and personal engagement3.
Challenges: May underplay institutional authority and doctrine4.

This approach reflects the New Testament imagery of the Church as the Body of Christ,
stressing the importance of community, mutual support, and spiritual intimacy.

3. The Church as a Sacrament

The sacrament model sees the Church as a visible sign and instrument of God's grace in
the world.

Focus: Grace, divine presence, and the sacramental life1.
Key Features: Sacraments as channels of grace, especially the Eucharist and baptism2.
Strengths: Connects the material and spiritual dimensions of faith3.
Challenges: Risks reducing the Church to a mere symbol or ritual4.

This model emphasizes that through the Church’s sacramental life, believers encounter
Christ and receive divine grace, making the Church a tangible means of divine
intervention.

4. The Church as a Herald

The herald model focuses on the Church’s role in proclaiming the Gospel and challenging
societal injustices.

Focus: Evangelization and social justice1.
Key Features: Preaching the Gospel, advocating for the marginalized2.
Strengths: Encourages active engagement in mission and social transformation3.
Challenges: May overlook internal community needs in favor of external mission4.

Here, the Church acts as a messenger, calling people to conversion and social
responsibility, emphasizing the importance of faith in action.

5. The Church as a Servant

The servant model presents the Church as a servant to humanity, emphasizing humility,
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service, and social responsibility.

Focus: Service to the poor and oppressed1.
Key Features: Humility, advocacy, and social outreach2.
Strengths: Aligns with Jesus's example of servant leadership3.
Challenges: Risks marginalizing other aspects of the Church’s mission4.

This perspective underscores that the Church’s primary role is to serve others,
embodying Christ’s compassion and justice.

6. The Community of Disciples

The community of disciples model emphasizes the Church as a community of committed
followers of Christ, living out His teachings.

Focus: Discipleship, moral living, and personal commitment1.
Key Features: Evangelization, spiritual growth, moral witness2.
Strengths: Promotes active participation and personal holiness3.
Challenges: May neglect institutional and sacramental dimensions4.

This model is rooted in the idea that every member is called to be a disciple, fostering a
lived faith and authentic witness.

The Significance of Dulles's Models in Modern Theology

Dulles’s models serve as a vital tool for both theological reflection and practical ministry.
By recognizing the multifaceted nature of the Church, these models help clarify debates
about ecclesial identity, authority, and mission. They also facilitate dialogue among
different Christian traditions and foster a more inclusive understanding of what it means
to be the Church. Implications for Contemporary Practice - Encourages a balanced view
that appreciates institutional stability while emphasizing community and service. -
Supports ecumenical efforts by highlighting shared elements of ecclesial identity. -
Promotes active engagement in social justice, evangelization, and sacramental life.
Challenges and Criticisms While Dulles’s models are widely influential, some critics argue
that they may oversimplify complex realities or risk compartmentalizing aspects of the
Church that are deeply interconnected. Nonetheless, they remain a helpful heuristic for
exploring ecclesial identity.

Conclusion

Avery Dulles’s models of the Church offer a comprehensive and nuanced way to
understand the multifaceted nature of the Church’s life and mission. Recognizing these
different models allows believers and theologians to appreciate the richness of the
Church’s identity—whether as an institution, community, sacrament, herald, servant, or



discipleship community. Together, these models underscore that the Church is a dynamic
entity, constantly engaging with the world in diverse ways, yet always rooted in its core
mission of embodying Christ’s presence and love. As the Church continues to evolve in
the 21st century, Dulles’s typology remains a vital framework for reflection, renewal, and
faithful witness.

Avery Dulles Models of the Church: An In-Depth Exploration of Ecclesiological
Perspectives

In the realm of Catholic theology, understanding the nature and mission of the Church is
fundamental. One influential framework that has significantly shaped ecclesiological
thought is Avery Dulles Models of the Church. These models, developed by Jesuit
theologian Avery Dulles in the 1970s, offer a nuanced and multifaceted way to interpret
the Church's identity, structure, and function. By examining these models, theologians,
clergy, and laypeople alike can gain a richer appreciation for the diverse ways the Church
manifests and fulfills its divine mission.

Introduction to Avery Dulles and His Ecclesiological Approach

Avery Dulles (1918–2008) was a prominent American Catholic theologian and cardinal
known for his intellectual rigor and pastoral sensitivity. His contribution to ecclesiology—
the study of the Church— is encapsulated in his classification of six distinct models of the
Church, each highlighting different dimensions of its reality. Dulles’s models are not
mutually exclusive but rather complementary perspectives that together provide a
comprehensive understanding of the Church's complex nature.

The Significance of Dulles's Models in Contemporary Theology

Dulles's models serve as valuable tools for:

Clarifying the Church’s identity in various contexts1.
Facilitating dialogue among different Christian traditions2.
Guiding pastoral practices aligned with different ecclesiological emphases3.
Addressing contemporary challenges such as secularization, pluralism, and internal4.
reform

By exploring each model, readers can see how the Church is simultaneously the
sacramental community, the institutional body, the herald of the Gospel, and more.

The Six Models of the Church According to Avery Dulles

Dulles identified six primary models, each reflecting a particular emphasis:

The Institution Model1.
The Mystical Communion Model2.
The Sacrament Model3.
The Herald Model4.
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The Servant Model5.
The Community of Disciples Model6.

Let's examine each in detail.

The Institution Model

Overview

The Institution Model emphasizes the Church as an organized, hierarchical body with a
clear structure and authority. It views the Church primarily as a divine institution
established by Christ to carry out its mission through laws, offices, and governance.

Key Features

Clear hierarchy with the Pope at the apex1.
Defined doctrines and teachings2.
Emphasis on obedience and discipline3.
Focus on continuity and stability across history4.

Strengths

Provides stability and order within the Church1.
Ensures doctrinal integrity2.
Facilitates effective leadership and decision-making3.

Challenges

Risks becoming overly bureaucratic1.
Potential for emphasizing structure over spiritual life2.
May alienate those who feel disconnected from institutional authority3.

The Mystical Communion Model

Overview

The Mystical Communion Model highlights the Church as a community of believers united
through their shared faith and love. It emphasizes the spiritual bonds that connect
individual members and the importance of communion in the life of the Church.

Key Features

Focus on relationships among believers1.
Emphasis on charity, love, and unity2.
The Church as a living, breathing community3.

Strengths

Promotes a sense of belonging and mutual support1.
Encourages active participation of the laity2.



Reflects the inner spiritual dimension of the Church3.

Challenges

Difficult to maintain unity amid diversity1.
Risk of neglecting the institutional and doctrinal aspects2.
Potential for subjective interpretations of community3.

The Sacrament Model

Overview

The Sacrament Model views the Church as a visible sign and instrument of God's grace in
the world. It emphasizes the Church’s sacramental nature, serving as a means through
which divine grace is communicated.

Key Features

The Church as a sign of God's presence1.
Sacraments as central to ecclesial life2.
Emphasis on holiness and divine grace3.

Strengths

Deepens understanding of the Church’s spiritual mission1.
Highlights the importance of rites and sacramental life2.
Connects the Church’s mission to divine grace3.

Challenges

Risk of reducing the Church to its sacramental functions1.
Potential neglect of social and justice dimensions2.
Difficulties in ensuring sacramental integrity across diverse contexts3.

The Herald Model

Overview

The Herald Model portrays the Church as the messenger of the Gospel, tasked with
proclaiming God's word and calling people to conversion and discipleship.

Key Features

Emphasis on evangelization and proclamation1.
The Church as a voice for justice and moral truth2.
Focus on dynamic outreach and conversion3.

Strengths

Inspires active evangelization efforts1.
Reinforces the Church’s prophetic role2.
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Connects faith with social action3.

Challenges

Tension between proclamation and dialogue1.
Risk of exclusivism or overly aggressive evangelization2.
Balancing social engagement with spiritual message3.

The Servant Model

Overview

The Servant Model emphasizes the Church's role as a servant to humanity, especially the
marginalized and oppressed. It highlights themes of humility, service, and social justice.

Key Features

Focus on service and compassion1.
Commitment to social justice and human rights2.
The Church as a servant to all, especially the poor3.

Strengths

Grounds the Church in social realities1.
Encourages active engagement with societal issues2.
Promotes humility and solidarity3.

Challenges

Potential to overlook doctrinal and spiritual dimensions1.
Risk of conflating social activism with ecclesiology2.
Balancing service with evangelization and worship3.

The Community of Disciples Model

Overview

The Community of Disciples Model underscores the call for all members to follow Christ
and embody discipleship. It emphasizes personal conversion, ongoing formation, and
shared mission.

Key Features

Emphasis on individual and collective discipleship1.
Focus on ongoing formation and spiritual growth2.
The Church as a community committed to Christ’s teachings3.

Strengths

Promotes active participation and personal faith development1.
Fosters a sense of shared mission2.



Encourages holistic spiritual life3.

Challenges

Risk of individualism overshadowing communal aspects1.
Difficult to maintain discipleship in secular contexts2.
Needs consistent pastoral support and formation3.

Integrating the Models: A Holistic View of the Church

While each model highlights a distinct aspect of the Church, Dulles's genius lies in
recognizing that the true nature of the Church encompasses all these dimensions
simultaneously. A comprehensive ecclesiology appreciates the Church as:

An institution that provides order1.
A community united in love2.
A sacrament embodying divine grace3.
A herald proclaiming the Gospel4.
A servant responding to human needs5.
A discipleship community living out Christ’s teachings6.

This integrated perspective allows for a more dynamic and adaptable understanding of
the Church in a changing world.

Practical Implications for Church Life

Understanding Dulles's models can influence various aspects of ecclesial life:

Liturgy and Worship: Emphasizing sacramental and community dimensions1.
Pastoral Care: Balancing institutional authority with serving the marginalized2.
Evangelization: Framing outreach through proclamation and service3.
Church Governance: Ensuring structure supports communion and mission4.
Ecumenism and Dialogue: Appreciating diverse ecclesiological emphases across5.
traditions

Conclusion: The Enduring Value of Dulles’s Ecclesiological Models

Avery Dulles's Models of the Church remain a foundational resource for anyone seeking a
nuanced understanding of what the Church is and does. By recognizing the richness and
diversity of ecclesial life through these six lenses, believers and leaders can foster a more
vibrant, authentic, and mission-driven Church. These models challenge us to see the
Church not as a static entity but as a dynamic community rooted in divine truth,
committed to serving, proclaiming, and living out the Gospel in every age.

In summary, Dulles’s ecclesiological models serve as a vital map guiding the Church’s
self-understanding and mission. Embracing their insights can inspire a more holistic
approach to faith, community, and service, ensuring that the Church remains faithful to
its divine calling amid the complexities of contemporary life.
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Questions & Answers About avery dulles models of the
church

N
o

Question Answer

1 What are Avery Dulles's main
models of the Church?

Avery Dulles proposed five primary models of the
Church: the Church as Institution, Mystical
Communion, Sacrament, Herald, and Servant. Later,
he added a sixth model, the Church as Community
of Disciples.

2 How does Dulles describe the
Church as a Sacrament?

In this model, the Church is seen as a visible sign
and instrument of the unity of humanity with God,
embodying divine grace and presence in the world.

3 What is the significance of
the 'Church as Institution' in
Dulles's models?

The Institution model emphasizes the structured,
authoritative, and organized aspects of the Church,
including its hierarchy, doctrines, and canon law, as
essential for maintaining unity and order.

4 How does Dulles's 'Church as
Mystical Communion' differ
from his 'Church as
Community of Disciples'?

The 'Mystical Communion' emphasizes the spiritual
unity and shared life of believers through faith and
love, while the 'Community of Disciples' highlights
active, committed following of Christ and
participation in His mission.

5 Why did Avery Dulles develop
his models of the Church?

Dulles developed these models to provide a
comprehensive framework for understanding the
multifaceted nature of the Church, integrating
theological, ecclesiological, and pastoral
perspectives.

6 What role does the 'Church
as Herald' play in Dulles's
ecclesiology?

The 'Herald' model views the Church primarily as a
messenger of the Gospel, emphasizing
evangelization, proclamation, and the transmission
of Christian teachings.

7 How are Dulles's models
relevant to contemporary
Church discussions?

They offer a nuanced understanding of the Church's
identity and mission, helping dialogue between
different theological perspectives and guiding
church renewal and evangelization efforts.

8 What is the added sixth
model in Dulles's later work
on the Church?

The sixth model is the 'Church as Discipleship,'
emphasizing the importance of personal and
communal commitment to following Christ and
living out His teachings.

9 How can understanding
Dulles's models benefit
Catholic theology and
practice?

They provide a comprehensive framework for
appreciating the complexities of the Church,
fostering unity in diversity, and guiding pastoral
strategies to address contemporary challenges.

Avery Dulles, Models of the Church, Church Theology, Ecclesiology, Church as Institution,
Church as Mystical Communion, Church as Sacrament, Church as Herald, Church as



Servant, Church as Community
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