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FIVE QUESTIONS TO THE CATHOLIC CHURCH!

HANS ASMUSSEN, D.D.

The second all-German Una Sancta Congress was held at the end
of June at the Catholic centre of Burg Rothenfels in Germany. There
r Asmussen, a well-known Lutheran theologian, put the following
questions to the Catholic Church. We are publishing this with a reply

tor tthOSe questions as a contribution to understanding between separated
€ihren,

HE questions I want to put to the Catholic Church can
be summed up in one: You Catholics, we Evangelicals2
~who do you think we are? What do you make of us?
(1) To begin with our baptism. It is no secret that in the
gase of converts, baptism is usually repeated, arousing deep dismay
n th? Evangelical side. In my opinion there is no justification
or t.hls- There seems to be no doubt that, in Catholic doctrine,
3PUsm performed according to the Evangelical ritual is valid.
Seildt In practice the circumstances of a previous baptism are
om taken into account.
Germany, it is true, owing to the revolution now pro-
Ceeding in liturgical matters, it is often difficult to lay hands on
¢ baptismal ritual. For instance, one is now to be had in the
Chleswig-Holstein Church, but five years ago it was not so.
1d in Westfalien I recently heard that a high-placed Catholic
Priest had tried in vain to obtain a copy of the Westfalien ritual:
ol (f Y enough, for the new ones are still not printed and the
Thas are unobtainable.
hold my first question is: Does the Catholic Church really
Titug] dat an Evangelical baptism performed according to the
Cathe 20¢s not need to be renewed: If so, may we beg our
in the ¢ friends to stir up public opinion within their communion
posed ope of discouraging any of the clergy who may be dis-
t0 do a thing they are not required to do.

Fro .
\S:;,é};?bmwew Una Sancta—"to hope against all hope as we are taught by our faith’
2 The word I 1956. Translated from the German by Ruth Mary Bethell.
Englang Evangelisch in the German Lutheran Church corresponds to ‘Anglican’ in
some nr?.ther than ‘Protestant’ or ‘Evangelical’, and includes manifestations which
of Rom, 8licans would term Catholic. For Lutherans, ‘Catholic’ applies to the Church
€ only. (Translator’s note.)
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(2) What is your view of us as Christians: In the Acts of the
Apostles we read of a woman who said to the apostles, ‘NoW
you have decided that I have faith in the Lord, come to my
house.” I imagine that a Catholic would find no difficulty 1
stating that for a member of the Evangelical communion ther¢
exists at least the possibility of ‘having faith’—a possibility that
is often a certainty. But the difficulty is, do we agree that beif§
Christian is a distinctive character: So that when people 3¢
acknowledged as Christians—that is, as belonging to our Lor
Jesus Christ—it means they have passed through the gateway fro®
death into life, implying that a communion exists which 5
stronger than death, whether we are aware of it or not. Do W¢
—Catholics and Evangelicals—indeed form such a communio
on the basis of our common Christianity: If so—if you, oUf
Catholic brothers, believe this—then what is it, intrinsically?

(3) I must anticipate my third question, for what is at stake 18
our claim to be a Church. I have a good deal of sympathy for the
view of the Catholic Church and of individual Catholics, that
the Evangelical Church is no Church. We must swallow 1at
with the rest, or it might occur to someone to dig up the verdict
of the old Reformers, that the Catholic Church is no Church n

But when the question of Church or no Church presents st
a problem—and indeed it is 2 problem, and one not easily dispos¢
of—what is to be made of our form of Christianity: You
its existence, but has this any factual significance if it does not
imply acceptance of our form of Church too: From the tme
first began to concern myself with Catholic matters to this V€*Y
day, I have received and still receive diverging answers to oS
question. Not so long ago, a highly-placed cleric of the Catho i
Church in Germany spoke as though he took it for granted tg‘l‘
the decisive question was whether people were members .Of ¢
Church or not; whether they were Christians or not did n°
seem to matter so much.

To prove that I am not over-stating my case, [ refer t0 2

document from the South American Bishops’ Conferen<®

One of the matters under consideration was the impen¢i®

danger of Protestantism overrunning South America, any

how it was to be warded off. The distribution of Protes

Bibles was deplored, and at the same time considerationt wa

given to the problem of parishes with thirty thousan at
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more parishioners with not even a priest a-piece.
Can one really speak of a threat to the Catholic Church in
Places where it is wholly absent: Please forgive this rather -
Pomted intrusion.
- 0¢s Catholic count for more than Christianz I put the question
I that form because I know there is the same trend in my own
seclcl)lrfi}}, Wher.e many may well bq Evangelicgl first, Christian
S nA; assuming we are and remain Evangelical, we can then
¢¢ Whether we are Christian or not.
acutwant to draw your attention to this danger, for I believe it is
Chr'e. Hence my double question: What do you make of us as
Stians, and what do you make of us as Churchmen:
I'would like to add: Are Christendom and the Church the
same thing : In the New Testament there are so many passages

10 support of the idea that a Church is the sum of the faithful
&t any given place, that for many years of my life I believed the
C urch consisted in the gathering together of the faithful;
20 it was some time before I observed that this was only one
¢ of thought, whereas another sequence of ideas in the New
arCeStament shows us that the Church is there before the faithful
You, our Catholic brothers, well know how often it is said
S 3t you claim to be the one true Church. It is an unsatisfactory
tement. You could believe it only if you were convinced
°Te Was no question of Christians outside the Roman Church.
iy there‘ exists, I know, a strong movement against this view
C_atho.hc circles. But that is not the main point, and I feel

2s z;lme 1s ripe for clear formulation : the Catholic communion,
howeg‘l as our own, should be busy discussing the question of
o s ar Church and Christendom are not identical. I venture
Ch“‘;%}%est that there is a Christendom outside the Catholic
thf(:‘t)sa\x’hat is your view of our Sacrament? I mean in particular
clerg fament of the altar. You may well say, an Evangelical
deeyman Is not authorized, and we Evangelicals cannot deny it.
With a,élone of us would refrain from ecarnestly talking it over
the g, atholic when occasion offered. I cannot imagine any of
Catholiang]ehcal clergy not being profoundly disturbed by the
sy it ; cc _lalleng§ on this point; I, at least, am. But that is not to
18 without issue. May I put my question in another form:
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What do you Catholics desire, and what does the Catholic
Church desire, in regard to our sacramental services: Do you want
as few people as possible to take part, or as many as possiblc?
For if it is not a sacrament at all—what are all the poor so
doing there: Here, you see, the more emotional replies will ru?
counter to the more logical ones. To quote a great living Catholi¢
theologian, ‘the Lutheran Sacrament of the altar is not nothing -
In view of the four centuries behind us and all they stood fofs
I consider this quiet answer to my question, solemnly given, 32
encouraging one. What we need from you is an elucidation of
your views, with a statement that will really mean something %©
us. What is the good of merely repeating the formulae of bygon°
days, formulae that by-pass us and fail to touch us at all2 It seem
to me that the Catholic Church is undergoing a revival, secib8
the steadily increasing numbers for whom this question is 2%
actual one.

(s) My fifth and last question is, what do you make of 0
clerical Ordersz We are not a part of your hierarchy, and 70
Evangclical theologian would be so foolish as to resent yoUr
saying that not being within the hierarchy means we lack som®
thing, perhaps everything. We are now at the heart of the
question: is it something, or everything, that we lack? What dO
you think: We must know! For it is of fundamental importanc®
for our Una Sancta work, our work in common. Let me explai®
When an Evangelical bishop is deposed by an atheist State, doc$
it concern the Catholic Church as such: Of course the reve™;
question is equally actual: when Cardinal Mindszenty is deP‘?;e.t
it concerns us all, all Evangelicals together. And woe to us ! !
is not so. Indeed, that ‘woe to us’ has come true all too © tené
That is why I say: If these fundamental things are true, then ther
must be something that counts, in our Orders, even if theO_log‘Cto
distinctions do not account for it—something that has not }udliel:o .
been given theological definition. And I beg that it be done"
the following reasons: we are pleased—not in a self-satisfied W27?
but with genuine disinterested pleasure—at finding sO 131 o
Protestant hymns in Catholic hymnals. May I enquire how t°
hymns got into your hymnals: Take our Paul Gerhardt: b o
that you like him so much? Don’t you know that his h}’mnshl h
Church hymns, owing their weightiness to the Church in vi’ 28
they arose and for which they were written: You will repy?
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We may well believe, Yes, but you are not a proper Church. Well,
€0, what are we: If the Spirit of God and the power of God was
Manifest, thus, and there, what does it imply:
N other words, in the New Testament the idea is basic that the
oly Spirit himself is at work wherever the name of Jesus is pro-
¢ ailmed with authority. And not for our own sakes, but for the
Sake of that Church unity which is one day to become visible, we
Must require that theological categories that are still lacking today be
Teated to express this. We are in the fortunate position of seeing
0°?”_these things are done in the Catholic Church: what popular
Pinion wants today will become a new dogma tomorrow—or so
suey $ay. Levity apart, there is more truth in this than one might
Ppose. I would merely add, there is no point in our meeting and
atur g like this unless we produce sincere and honest plans for the
side ¢, plans that do not make too great demands on the other
of o And, Catholic brothers, I do not think these five questions
Mine make too great demands on you.

& & &

FIVE ANSWERS FROM THE CATHOLIC SIDE

SEBASTIAN BULLOUGH, O.P.

UR non-Catholic friends often ask us questions, in
Particular about our Catholic attitude to themselves,
hlevitabforfmost of those who are anxious about Christian unit
ur Y feel that their own position in relation to the Catholic
Numbyey 15fa key-issue in the whole matter. In the September
of his Coh Una Sancta a prominent Lutheran theologian asks
& mas atholic friends five questions, w}nch to him represent
Cathoﬁ]:r problems of a Protestant considering the relation of
Heidelp, and Protestant. The writer is Dr Hans Asmussen of
attityde trg, and his five questions are enquiries about the Catholic
Mttty mOtWarfls Protestants on certain Issues. The same questions
Map g, :l andis might be asked by an Anglican or Free Church-
Questioqe S country, though every group would present the
of g -8 I a different context and perhaps add particular ones
eir own,
fsll;mber of Twe Lirg oF THE Spirit devoted to Christian Unity
mmost suitable place for a Catholic’s answer to the questions.
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