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Episcopacy and the Sovereignty of the Spirit: 
ARCIC on Authority as a Response to Miroslav Volf

By James E. Pedlar

Volf argues that the unity of the 
church cannot be based upon a 
particular office, but can only is 
established by God, who distributes 
charismatic gifts to all the 
members of the church.

One of the major challenges in the contemporary Church is 
the relative lack of participation in ecumenical dialogue 
by the evangelical traditions. Episcopal authority presents 
a particularly pressing obstacle to evangelical engagement in the 

ecumenical movement, because many evangelical traditions are 
explicitly opposed to episcopal models of church government, 
while the Catholic, Orthodox, and Anglican churches (with varia
tions and differing emphases, of course) view episcopal structures 
as both essential to the esse of the Church, and necessary for the 
Church’s visible unity. Miroslav Volf has been a particularly able 
spokesperson for free church concerns, and his 1998 book After 
Our Likeness remains the most sustained theological account of 
free church ecclesiology published in recent years. Volf gives 
theological clarity to common evangelical objections to episcopal 
government, arguing that episcopacy impinges on the sovereignty 
of the Holy Spirit, and does not adequately reflect the nature of 
trinitarian relations. In this paper I will briefly outline Volf’s con
cerns regarding episcopal authority, and then demonstrate how the 
consensus on authority reached by the Anglican-Roman Catholic 
International Commission can provide a credible answer to Volf’s 
pneumatological concerns. Episcopacy, properly conceived, need 
not be seen as an encroachment on the freedom and sovereignty of 
the Spirit, and thus need not be rejected by free church evangelicals.

Volf’s critique of episcopal authority comes in the context of 
his attempt to provide a thoroughly trinitarian ecclesiology from 
a free church perspective. In relation to the unity of the Church, 
Volf believes that a specifically trinitarian principle of unity must 
be sought.1 He is keen to show how relations in the church can be 
modeled on trinitarian relations, and yet also to indicate the limits 
of such correspondence? For Volf such relational correspondence 
exists only in terms of relations within a congregation, because 
relations between congregations are transient and merely historical 
on this side of the eschaton.3 Writing from the perspective of the 
so-called social model of trinitarian relations,4 Volf argues that 
trinitarian relations must be seen as polycentric and reciprocal, 
that is, without any sense of subordination, whether it be a subor
dination of persons to substance (Volf’s reading of Catholic 
theology), or of the Son and Spirit to the Father as sole source 
(Volf’s reading of Orthodox theology).5 Volf’s assertion that the 
relations in the Christian community ought to correspond to

trinitarian relations leads him to argue that “every ecclesial unity 
held together by a mon-archy, by a ‘one-[man!]-rule,’ is monistic 
and thus also un-trinitarian.”6

Volf argues that the unity of the church cannot be based upon a 
particular office, but can only is established by God, who distributes 
charismatic gifts to all the members of the church. The various 
gifts correspond to trinitarian multiplicity, while the fact that they 
are distributed for the benefit of the entire community corresponds 
to the divine unity.7 In the New Testament, “the unity of the church 
seems especially to come about through the indwelling of the one 
Spirit (and with it of the entire holy triunity) in every person.”8 An 
episcopal structure, according to Volf, is problematic because it would 
seem to represent an attempt by one member of the community to 
monopolize the leading of the Spirit, which is shared by all believers?

After Our Likeness is written as a sustained engagement with 
the theologies of Joseph Ratzinger and John Zizioulas, and Volf 
argues that each of them in his own way presents the episcopal 
office as a kind of guarantee of the Spirit’s guidance. Speaking of 
Ratzinger’s position, Volf writes, “Because the Holy Spirit is bound 
to these officeholders, they are able to function with spiritual 
authority in the church and to interpret in a binding fashion the 
word of God. They guarantee that people in the church are dealing 
with God rather than merely with themselves.”10 Zizioulas, while 
placing greater emphasis on the role of the laity in reception, 
nevertheless places the bishop in an “emphatically asymmetrical” 
relationship over the laity, for it is the entire local Church “including 
its fixed structure” that “guarantees that God is acting within it; 
only what the bishop (in communion with other bishops) decides 
and what the local church (in communion with other local 
churches) receives derives from the spirit of truth.”11 Volf is clear 
that the work of the Spirit is indeed enduring in relation to particular 
persons, but emphatically rejects any attempt to formalize this bond 
in the form of church law.12

Such formalization would first of all negate the sovereignty of 
the Spirit, since such law would have to presuppose the Spirit of 
God “as a calculable element.” Second, one could not clearly 
differentiate between the action of the church and that of Christ; 
one could easily mistake the Spirit of God for the Spirit of the 
church. Third, any legal formalization of spiritual activity would 
result in a false liberation of people; formal certainty that in the 
actions of others one is actually encountering God would come 
at the price of one’s own freedom of faith, since church law can 
provide religious certainty only by tethering religious life.13

Rather than such tethered certainty, Volf argues for a continual 
process of discernment in every circumstance, including the actions 
of those in ecclesial authority. In other words, “we cannot specify 
in advance where and how the Spirit will act.”14 Roles assigned to
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specific individuals in the church, while made in anticipation of fu
ture gifting by the Spirit, must always be provisional,13 This 
includes ordained ministry, which must be interpreted as “a public 
reception of a charisma given by God and focused on the local 
church as a whole.”16 In this context, the episcopal model of ordi
nation is an affront to the sovereignty of the Spirit because of a 
presumption as to how and through whom the Spirit of God is 
going to act.17 In short, the unity of the Church must be the 
responsibility of the whole people of God, all of whom are indwelt 
by the Spirit, and locating unity in a single person undermines the 
sovereignty of that Spirit.18 '

While there may be accounts of episcopal authority that give 
credence to Volf’s concerns, recent ecumenical discussion on 
authority provides us with a way to move past these concerns 
without rejecting episcopal structures. The consensus on episcopal 
authority reached by the Anglican-Roman Catholic International 
Commission (ARCIC) provides an example of how episcopal 
authority can be presented in such a way as to answer the concerns 
that Volf has raised about the sovereignty of the Spirit in the life 
of all believers. That is, the consensus of ARCIC shows that 
episcopal authority need not be viewed as the monopolization of 
the Spirit’s leading by one person, nor as a guarantee which 
presumes upon the Spirit’s actions.

First, ARCIC interprets episcopal authority communally. In 
ARCIC’s first agreed statement on authority, the document begins 
with the assertion that the foundation of Christian authority is the 
Spirit’s indwelling of the community (not simply the Spirit’s 
indwelling of its leaders). Through the Spirit, the community has 
been enabled to live a life faithful to the gospel, and has been given 
“the capacity to assess its faith and life and to speak to the world 
in the name of Christ.”19 ARCIC is clear that each of the members 
of the church is enabled by the Spirit to mediate Christ’s authori
tative word to the world, and therefore each of the members is also 
responsible for this task.20 Thus, though ARCIC does go on to 
speak of “special gifts for the benefit of the Church” which 
include the gift of episcope, 21 this is followed immediately by the 
assertion that the “perception of God’s will for his Church does 
not belong only to the ordained ministry but is shared by all its 
members.”22 Further, the need for special gifts of the Spirit for 
episcope is occasioned precisely by the fact that the Spirit does 
speak to all believers!

All who live faithfully within the koinonia may become sensitive 
to the Spirit and be brought towards a deeper understanding of 
the Gospel and its implications in diverse cultures and changing 
situations. Ordained ministers commissioned to discern these 
insights and give authoritative expression to them, are part of the 
community, sharing its quest for understanding the Gospel in 
obedience to Christ and receptive to the needs and concerns of all.23

The fact that all are responsible for the church’s mission, and all may 
be led to deeper insights concerning the gospel, means that the need 
for authoritative discernment will inevitably arise, as various (and 
possibly contesting) insights arise from among the faithful. For 
ARCIC, episcopal authority is intended as just such a ministry of 
discernment, to safeguard the gospel as the Spirit speaks to the entire 
community in various contexts.24

Thus, according to ARCIC, it is 
not through a monopoly of the 
Spirit by bishops or other ordained 
ministers, but through a continual 
process of discernment by the 
ordained and assessment by the 
faithful that the Spirit declares 
Christ’s authority in the community.

Further, this ministry of discernment is not to be blindly accepted 
by the community, nor are they to presume in all situations that

the Holy Spirit has acted through those with the gift of episcope. 
They are called to respond to the authoritative expression of the 
gospel provided by those in authority and assess their teaching. 
Thus, according to ARCIC, it is not through a monopoly of the 
Spirit by bishops or other ordained ministers, but through a con
tinual process of discernment by the ordained and assessment by 
the faithful that the Spirit declares Christ’s authority in the com
munity.25 ARCIC is very careful to note the way in which the 
human authorities in the Church “cannot adequately reflect 
Christ’s authority because they are still subject to the limitations 
and sinfulness of human nature.”26 While Volf was concerned that 
Ratzinger and Zizioulas viewed the episcopate as a guarantee of the 
Spirit’s guidance, ARCIC explicitly states that there is no guarantee 
that the human occupants of episcopal office will fulfill their 
responsibilities, just as there is no guarantee concerning the faith
fulness of other individual members of the church.27 In this way it 
can be said that ARCIC’s communal understanding of episcopal 
authority protects against presumption as to the ways in which the 
Spirit will act. There is room for the Spirit to act through anyone, and 
although those with the gift of epsicope are charged with discerning 
the work of the Spirit amongst the people, the ordained person’s 
attention to the Spirit is not to be presumed, but rather assessed 
and tested by all the faithful in their responsiveness to the Spirit.

Secondly, ARCIC interprets episcopal authority in a synodal 
context. The fact the Spirit indwells all believers has important 
implications for issues of unity and authority between the 
churches. Whereas Volf views every congregation as only escha- 
tologically related to the universal church, ARCIC views the 
authoritative action of the church in speaking to the world as the 
responsibility of all churches together.28 This necessitates some 
form of relation and accountability between churches (not only 
within each local church), for each local church must be able to 
recognize its true identity with the other churches, and test its 
attentiveness to the Spirit against theirs.

The mutual interdependence of all the churches is integral to 
the reality of the Church as God wills it to be. No local church 
that participates in the living Tradition can regard itself as self
sufficient. Forms of synodality, then, are needed to manifest the 
communion of the local churches and to sustain each of them in 
fidelity to the Gospel.29
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The Spirit is given not simply to each believer as an individual, but 
to the Church as a whole. Therefore the churches must find ways 
to foster communion with one another, and conciliar activity is 
one of those ways.30 This is why episcopal authority as envisioned 
by ARCIC cannot be understood apart from conciliar and synodal 
structures.

Furthermore, the grounding of episcopal authority in synodality 
is based upon the assertion that the whole church is guided by the 
Spirit. The decisions of councils and synods, as with the decisions 
of individual bishops, are taken to be authoritative “when they 
express the common mind of the Church.”31 The recognition that 
a conciliar decision expresses the common mind of the church 
cannot be demonstrated simply by virtue of the fact that the 
bishops of the Church have made a decision, as Volf’s charge of 
presuming upon the Spirit’s action would seem to imply. Rather, 
the decisions of synodal gatherings, whether they are made by 
bishops alone or by bishops and representative clergy and laity, 
must be received by the faithful for their authority to be truly con- 
firmed.32 This “requires the participation, in their distinctive ways, 
of the whole body of believers,”33 and it is precisely this required 
participation which “is the final indication that such a decision has 
fulfilled the necessary conditions for it to be a true expression 
of the faith.”34 By this process, over time, the Church “in all its 
members” is involved, for the Spirit, “who maintains the Church 
in the truth will bring its members to receive the definition as true 
and to assimilate it if what has been declared genuinely expounds 
the revelation.”35

Finally, accompanying the grounding of episcopacy in syn
odality is ARCIC’s affirmation of the collegial nature of episcopal 
authority. No bishop is to interpret his task of episcope independ
ently of his relation to other bishops, but he should rather consult 
his fellow bishops in order to attempt to discover the mind of the 
Church. This is particularly emphasized in relation to all expres
sions of primacy, including the universal primacy which ARCIC 
discusses in relation to the bishop of Rome. “A primate exercises 
his ministry not in isolation but in collegial association with his 
brother bishops.”36 Far from implying that the bishop of Rome has 
a monopoly on the guidance of the Spirit, or that he is infallibly 
guided at all times, ARCIC rather describes primacy as an office 
of promoting the koinonia of all churches, while respecting the 
integrity and authority of other bishops in their own sees.37 It is 
the collective responsibility of the bishops to interpret the apostolic 
faith, taking into account the way the Spirit is speaking to various 
members of the Church, and though at times a primate may be 
called upon to make a statement on behalf of the whole church, 
such statements “are only one way by which the Holy Spirit keeps 
the people of God faithful to the truth of the Gospel.”38 ARCIC 
notes also that there have clearly been times in the past when the 
primacy of the bishop of Rome has been exercised in an unworthy 
manner,39 an admission which again demonstrates that episcopal 
structures, and even primatial structures, need not imply a presump
tion of the work of the Spirit.

The concerns that Volf has raised are not completely unfounded, 
nor should they be dismissed. There have been many examples of 
abuse in episcopally-ordered traditions, which may have, in practice 
if not in theory, been premised upon a presumption of the Spirit’s

guidance by those in authority. However, the consensus reached 
by ARCIC on authority shows that there are theological accounts 
of episcopal authority which avoid the pneumatological pitfalls 
that Volf has outlined in his objections to episcopal polity. Indeed, 
the ARCIC documents show great sensitivity to the way in which 
the Spirit can work through all believers. The Spirit is presented as 
free to lead any believer to a new insight concerning the gospel, 
and all believers are called to weigh carefully the teaching and 
decisions that they receive from those exercising episcope. On this 
basis, I would argue that the perspective on authority found in the 
ARCIC documents ought to be re-visited by free church theolo
gians. There are ways for their concerns to be addressed within an 
episcopal context, and thus there is, I believe, still hope for agree 
ment on this difficult issue. 

However, the consensus reached by 
ARCIC on authority shows that 
there are theological accounts of 
episcopal authority which avoid 
the pneumatological pitfalls that 
Volf has outlined in his objections 
to episcopal polity.
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