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To bring out the connection between Michael Ramsey and the sixteenth-century Reformation seems 

appropriate at a time when almost the whole Christian world is marking the five hundredth anniversary 

of what is generally taken to be the symbolic start of the Reformation: Martin Luther nailing his 

Ninety-five Theses on Indulgences to the door of the Castle Church at Wittenberg on 31 October 1517 

– a day of the year that is now widely kept, in the Protestant and Anglican worlds, as Reformation 

Day.1 

 On 31 October 2016,  Pope Francis, accompanied by Kurt Cardinal Koch, President of the 

Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity, visited Lund in Sweden. The Pope led a service of 

common prayer in Lund’s Lutheran Cathedral with the President (Bishop Munib Younan) and the 

General Secretary (the Revd Dr Martin Junge) of the Lutheran World Federation. They wore white albs 

and – Francis included – the red stole that Lutherans use on Reformation Day, presumably to mark the 

sufferings of Protestants. Their prayers  in Lund Cathedral were of thanksgiving and penitence and for 

the restoration of eucharistic communion between the two world Christian families. Francis gave 

thanks for the gifts that God had given to the Church through the Reformers and expressed penitence 

for the Roman Catholic Church’s share in the divisions that began at that time. Altogether, the words 

and actions that the Cathedral witnessed on Reformation Day 2016 comprised an unlooked-for miracle 

of reconciliation.2  

 Eighty years ago, a tutor in his early thirties, in a Church of England theological college, 

produced a book that included a radical reappraisal of the Reformation and of Martin Luther in 

particular. As the young scholar gazed, as it were, at what was written on the church door at 

Wittenberg, he was, it seems, transfixed. He was then almost unknown, but was destined to become 

Archbishop of Canterbury – and a great archbishop too. What Michael Ramsey then said about Luther 

and his 1517 theses, in his book The Gospel and the Catholic Church, was prophetic of the ecumenical 

rehabilitation of Luther. 

 May I say, by way of brief digression, but one that is invited by this setting, that it seems to me 

to be entirely appropriate that Michael Ramsey should have a university research centre founded in his 

honour – and not even mainly because of his connection with Durham. Ramsey was the only twentieth-

century Archbishop of Canterbury, until Rowan Williams, to be in the top flight of academic 

theologians, though he was always also, like Williams the teacher of the faith and the pastor. William 

Temple, who was of at least equal spiritual and scholarly stature with Ramsey, was an academic 

philosopher, rather than a trained theologian, and never a professor. Other twentieth-century 

archbishops – Donald Coggan, Robert Runcie, George Carey – were  principals of theological colleges 

and Coggan had held a chair at Wycliffe College, Toronto. Ramsey, who lived from 1904 to 1988, held 

                                                 
1 This paper is drawn from a broader study that I am writing of Ramsey’s theological method, as part of the sequel(s) to In 

Search of Authority: Anglican Theological Method from the Reformation to the Enlightenment (London and New York: 

Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2014). 

2 See Theodor Dieter’s Editorial, ‘From Conflict to Communion’, in Ecclesiology 13.1 (2017), pp. 3-10. Professor Dieter 

was one of the framers of the liturgy on that occasion. 
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prestigious chairs at Durham and Cambridge. He was a theologian to his fingertips; he could think only 

theologically. He hungered and thirsted for the truth of theology. He confessed that, as a bishop, he 

sneaked back to his books like an alcoholic returning to the bottle. Ramsey’s theological convictions 

were rock solid. As the recent study by Peter Webster has shown, if we needed to be reminded, Ramsey 

responded to contemporary ethical and political issues in a rigorously theological way that is rare 

among bishops.3 Kind and compassionate by nature, he could also be stern and would take an 

unflinching stand on principle. 

  Ramsey, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1961 to 1974, was one of the best loved and admired 

of all holders of that primatial See. He was also one of the strangest of English archbishops, a man of 

peculiar mannerisms and eccentricities; in the eyes of some, simply weird. Rosalind Brown’s 

wonderful collection of anecdotes and memories brings all this back to those of us who knew him and 

preserves it for posterity.4 Much of the time Ramsey seemed to be on another planet, lost in the 

contemplation of saints, the church, theology, the Holy Trinity. Ramsey experienced the awesome, 

sustaining presence of God. The saints, especially the Saints of the North of England, were like 

contemporaries and friends to him. 

  Ramsey's greatest, most creative theological work is, on any reckoning, The Gospel and the 

Catholic Church (GCC), which he wrote as a comparatively young man, working in a rather obscure 

academic situation at Lincoln Theological College.5 Several years ago I was asked by the Faculty of 

Theology of Catalonia, when I was their guest at the University of Barcelona, to nominate a classic of 

Anglican theology for translation into Catalan as the Anglican contribution to a Catalan library of 

twentieth-century ecumenical texts. I did not hesitate to recommend The Gospel and the Catholic 

Church and contributed an introduction which was also translated into Catalan.6 

 The Gospel and the Catholic Church, published in 1936, remains a theological benchmark in 

modern Anglicanism. It reveals a 'high church' or Anglo-Catholic scholar, an inheritor of the  Oxford 

Movement, with his roots in patristic theology and in the sacramental life of the Church, who was at the 

same time passionate about the gospel of the free, unmerited grace of God through Jesus Christ. It 

showed a thinker who was not only plumbing the depths of scriptural truth using the resources of 

Biblical Theology, but also one who had been deeply influenced by the renaissance of Protestant 

theology on the European Continent, including the work of Karl Barth, one link with Barth being 

Ramsey’s Cambridge teacher of biblical studies, Edwyn Clement Hoskyns who had translated Barth’s 

commentary on the Epistle to the Romans.7 With the help of Hoskyns and Barth, Ramsey had made 

contact with Reformation theology, especially the writings of Martin Luther and his ‘theology of the 

cross’ (theologia crucis). In the GCC he wanted to affirm, though of course not uncritically, its 

                                                 
3 Peter Webster, Archbishop Ramsey: The Shape of the Church (Farnham, Surrey and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2015). I 

reviewed Webster’s book in my Editorial in Ecclesiology 12 (2016), pp. 273-277. 

4 Rosalind Brown, Ramsey Remembered: The Durham Years (Durham: Durham Cathedral, 2010). Ramsey’s eccentricities 

and sheer dottiness are somewhat played up in Michael de-la-Noy, Michael Ramsey: A Portrait (London: Collins, 1990). 

Owen Chadwick’s official biography Michael Ramsey: A Life (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1990) brings out how those 

who opposed Ramsey’s preferment to high office circulated outrageous stories about him – which were not entirely 

unbelievable. 

5 London: Longmans, Green, & Co., 1936 (republished by the same publishers in 1956 with an additional Preface, some 

minor deletions and some not very significant additional material). References in this paper are to the original 1936 

edition. 

6 Arthur Michael Ramsey, L’Evangeli i l’Església catòlica, Introducció de Paul Avis, Traducció d’Aureli Boix 

(Barcelona: Facultat de Teología de Catalunya, 2010).  

7 Karl Barth, The Epistle to the Romans, translated from the Sixth [German] Edition by Edwyn C. Hoskyns (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1933).  
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essential validity as a witness to the gospel, the heart of the Christian faith.  

 

The Gospel and the Catholic Church – a summary of the argument 

The key theme of GCC and its core motif is this: the meaning of the Christian Church is to be looked 

for only in the Paschal Mystery, the redeeming death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, as 

commemorated and set forth in the Eucharist. The Church is not an implication of the gospel, but is 

integral to it. The fact of the gospel contains the fact of the Church. The message of the gospel includes 

the message of the Church (pp. v-vii). Ramsey is writing mainly for Anglicans: Catholic Anglicans and 

Evangelical Anglicans. For Catholic Anglicans, heirs of the nineteenth-century Oxford Movement and 

the subsequent High Church revival in Anglicanism, Ramsey's argument is a challenge to enrich a 

sacramental ecclesiology by taking more seriously the evangelical nature of the Church, that is to say 

its foundation in the cross and resurrection of Christ and in the proclamation of the gospel, and to hear 

the voice of the sixteenth-century Reformers who rediscovered this truth (p. 7). For Evangelical 

Anglicans, with their focus on personal conversion, Bible reading and witnessing in daily life, 

Ramsey's argument is a challenge to take seriously the order of the Church, particularly the episcopate, 

and the liturgy. He wants Evangelicals to see the gospel not simply as addressed to individuals, but as 

containing within it dimensions of catholicity and apostolicity, reaching across space and time, the first 

fruits of a new creation through the death and resurrection of Christ. But beyond his primary Anglican 

audience, Ramsey has something to say to the wider Church and it is about unity. He draws on the 

fresh energies being generated at the time, energies that transcended particular Christian traditions: the 

Ecumenical Movement, the Liturgical Movement and the Biblical Theology movement. Together they 

point to a God-given way to the reunion of the churches, but it is a hard way, the way of death and 

resurrection, of which the gospel speaks. 

 Ramsey acknowledges, in what seems a very contemporary way, that many people view the 

Church with either apathy or bewilderment. 'What is this strange thing, the Christian Church?'; ‘What 

does it mean to us and what difference does it make?’. In the face of such questioning, so apathetic that 

it cannot even be bothered to be hostile, Christians need to know what the Church is (p. 5). Ramsey's 

answer, in a nutshell, is that the Church does not vindicate itself by striving to be relevant to topical 

social or political issues or by trying to catch up with cultural trends. The Church, like Jesus Christ 

himself, will always be a stumbling block, a scandal, to the world. But the purpose of the Church and 

its sole raison d'être is 'to be the place where the Passion of Jesus Christ is known' (p. 4). Ramsey’s 

ecclesiology is now an ecclesiology of the cross. 

 Ramsey’s first premise is taken from 2 Corinthians 5.14: 'One died for all' – that is to say, the 

death of Christ as a corporate figure representing Israel, the Church of the Old Covenant. His mission 

fulfilled the Jewish Scriptures. 'The Old Testament has both its Church and its Passion, and Christ is 

the fulfilment of both' (p. 10). God's purpose was to unite humankind in worship, and to do this through 

the instrumentality of a particular people. Jesus identified his mission with that of the Suffering Servant 

of Deutero-Isaiah; and when the the New Testament writers proclaimed Jesus as the Servant of God 

whom Isaiah had foretold, they were being true to the teaching of Jesus himself (p. 17). Despised and 

rejected, Jesus stands alone; in his solitary obedience to the will of God he is the Church. Through his 

death and resurrection he brings a new Israel, a new Church into being. 

 Ramsey then goes on, in the third chapter, entitled, 'Therefore all died' (still taking his cue from 

2 Corinthians 5.14), to ask how the death and resurrection of Christ are received and entered into by his 

people. No one can understand the meaning of Christ's death and resurrection except by participating in 
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it (p. 28).8 It is an internal, not an external, a mystical, not an impersonal knowledge. In the New 

Testament two new realities emerge together: a new experience of fellowship and a new understanding 

of the death and resurrection of the Messiah (p. 30). These two are bound together in the fact of the 

Body of Christ, into which Christians enter through baptism; life through death. Christ is the head and 

centre of a new humanity, a new creation in which God is at work. The Church is his body in a realist 

sense; the body metaphor is not merely an ornamental figure of speech. The Pauline imagery of the 

body (in 1 Corinthians 12, Romans 12, Colossians 1 and Ephesians 1) stems from Paul's encounter with 

the risen Christ on the Damascus Road: 'Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?' (Acts 9. 4-5). It is 

indicative of Ramsey's aim to bring Reformation insights to bear on – and in support of – a 

fundamentally Catholic ecclesiology that he cites Calvin and Barth in support of his argument – so he 

draws here on Reformed, rather than Lutheran, theology. 

 Ramsey then takes up the theme of unity. The unity of the Church is a christological reality: 

'From the deeds of Jesus in the flesh’, he says, ‘there springs a society which is one in its continuous 

life' (p. 44). Christians are bound to the Church as they are bound to Christ: 'The relation ... between the 

Christians and the One Church is a part of their relation to Christ Himself' (p. 45). To belong to the 

Church is to be part of a larger whole. The outward unity of the Church is expressed and secured 

through baptism, the Eucharist and the ministry of the apostles. But their witness is precisely to the 

inward truth or essence of the Church. 'The Church's inward meaning is expressed in the Church's 

outward shape,' Ramsey asserts (p. 50). In telling of the one visible society, the Church's outward order 

tells of the gospel. Ramsey is now able to state his central ecclesiological thesis: 'The structure of 

Catholicism is an utterance of the Gospel' (p. 54).  

 The next step in Ramsey’s argument is the transition from the signs of unity in the New 

Testament – baptism, Eucharist, apostles – to the marks that characterise the post-apostolic Church. 

The apostolic preaching and teaching is codified into the New Testament canon. The baptismal formula 

evolves into a creed. The apostles are succeeded by bishops, with 'apostolic men', such as Timothy and 

Titus, being a transitional stage. So the organic structure of Church order that we find in the second 

century consists of sacraments, episcopacy, canon and creeds. The crucial question that Ramsey poses 

at this stage is: Is this structure a spurious institutionalism that obscures a supposed original simple 

gospel? Is this set of developments perhaps an historical accident without permanent significance? Or 

is it in fact a complex of developments that in fact emerged with integrity from the gospel itself in 

order to serve the gospel? This is the central issue of the book (p. 57). But how do these various 

structures of unity – baptism, Eucharist, episcopate – relate to the gospel? Each of them points back to 

the saving events of Calvary and Easter, while at the same time holding the Church in unity. The 

structures centre on the gospel and bring it into focus. 'The Gospel has created them’, Ramsey says, 

‘and in the Gospel their meaning is to be found' (p. 62). The message of the cross and resurrection is 

integral to the permanent structure of Catholicism. It is impossible to understand the gospel and 

Catholic order in separation (p. 65). Ramsey is now in a position to claim that the sacraments and the 

episcopate 'are part of the utterance of God's redemptive love' (p. 67). This is a bold claim; how will 

Ramsey justify it? 

 The question he needs to tackle is whether the development of church structures in the second 

century – particularly episcopacy – can be said to 'speak of the Gospel and the one Body' in the same 

way as the other permanent forms that emerged at this time: the sacraments, the canon and the creed (p. 

                                                 
8 Cf. p. 61: 'To understand the Bible, it is necessary to share in Christ's death and resurrection, and to be a member of His 

people', and p. 66: 'If we would draw near to the naked facts of Calvary and Easter, we can do so only in the one 

fellowship whose very meaning is death to self.' 
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69). To answer this question, Ramsey surveys the evidence of the New Testament and the post-

apostolic Church. In Luke we find Christ training and commissioning the Twelve for 'a unique office, 

to order and unite the Christians in one fellowship, in union with the historic events of which the 

Apostles are witnesses' (p. 71). And in Matthew we learn that the apostolic office is shared equally by 

all the apostles, for the command to 'bind and loose' is given to them all. Moreover, Ephesians 2.20 

speaks of the apostles as the foundation of the Church. Although the apostolate became considerably 

broader than the Twelve – Paul being the prime example – we can be 'certain', Ramsey says, of this 

much: that there was an apostolic body whose functions were, first, to be a living link between 

Christians and the founding events of their faith – the Christ event –  and second, to represent the unity 

and continuity of the Church, both to itself and to the world in bearing witness to the gospel.  

 The perpetuation of apostolic functions in the post-apostolic Church is expressed by the concept 

of 'apostolic succession'. In the early Church, according to Ramsey, 'apostolic succession' meant: (a) 

there was a continuity of Christian teaching and ministerial succession in every episcopal see; (b) the 

bishops carried out the same functions as the apostles had done – preaching, ruling and ordaining; and 

(c) 'grace is handed down from the Apostles through each generation of Bishops by the laying on of 

hands' in ordination. To allay fears that he is advocating a crude 'pipeline' theory of the transmission of 

the grace of holy orders, Ramsey adds the caveat that grace is always given by Christ through the 

action of the whole Church. Every act of grace is at one and the same time the act of Christ and the act 

of his body. The succession of bishops is not 'an isolated channel' because Christ bestows grace 

'through every sacramental act of His Body' (pp. 81-83). 

 Similarly with his uncompromising conclusion that 'the Episcopate is of the esse of the 

universal Church', Ramsey is careful to point out that he is not unchurching Christians who are not 

members of episcopally ordered churches: 'All who are baptized into Christ’, he writes, ‘are members 

of His Church, and Baptism is the first mark of membership.' Yet the ministry of bishops builds up the 

unity of the one body, and episcopal as well as non-episcopal churches remain incomplete until that 

unity is attained (pp. 84-85). Nevertheless, Ramsey has committed himself to the assertion that bishops 

are essential to the Church, at least in the sense that they are essential to its unity and continuity. Will 

he be able, later in the book, to reconcile that claim with the ecclesiological insights that he will draw 

out of Luther and other Reformers? 

 

The second part of GCC consists of a  survey and analysis of the ways in which the unity of the gospel 

and the Church has been expressed in various historical periods. In the patristic period, Ramsey argues, 

Greek theology articulated an organic and mystical, rather than institutional and intellectual form of 

Christianity, while in the West there were already signs of legalism and scholasticism. These 

tendencies increased as a centralised papacy enhanced its power at the expense of the dispersed 

episcopate as the organ of the Church's unity. The mystical body of Christ was eclipsed by a powerful 

institution. But even more seriously, behind this development lay a distortion of the gospel of God's 

free grace to penitent sinners – the Mass and the sacrament of Penance often being seen as human 

attempts to gain God's favour. But, as Ramsey points out, the Conciliar Movement of the early fifteenth 

century asserted that that authority resides in the whole Church, which, gathered in a General Council, 

is above the pope. But (as I have shown elsewhere) the Conciliar Movement failed in the end and the 

papacy became stronger and more centralised (p. 169).9 However, the pressure for reform in the light of 

                                                 
9 For the causes, history, influence and ecclesiological significance of the Conciliar Movement see Paul Avis, Beyond the 

Reformation? Authority, Primacy and Unity in the Conciliar Tradition (London and New York: T&T Clark, 2006). 



6 

the gospel grew stronger and finally exploded in the form of Martin Luther's protest against abuses, 

specifically against indulgences and the Treasury of Merits. One of Luther's Ninety-five Theses reads, 

'The true treasure of the Church is the Holy Gospel of the glory and grace of God'. It was only through 

a seismic disturbance in the realm of theology, Ramsey believes, that the recovery of Catholicism could 

take place (p. 170). 

 Luther's protest brought 'a revival of the Gospel of God, and also a revival of many vital 

elements in the doctrine of the one Body which springs from the Gospel' (p. 171). The Roman Catholic 

response, the Council of Trent, though it effected doctrinal definitions and practical reforms, 'did 

nothing to recover the organic conception of the Church'. Moreover, it failed to clarify the relation 

between the bishops and the pope. Three centuries later, Ramsey points out, the First Vatican Council, 

in decreeing the universal ordinary and immediate jurisdiction of the pope and defining papal 

infallibility in 1870, took this long development to its logical conclusion. 'The climax of Papal 

supremacy marks the climax of the distortion of genuine Catholic order ... The institutional has 

triumphed over the organic' (p. 172), Ramsey asserts. The essence of Catholicism lies in the organic, 

corporate idea of the worshiping body, grounded in the saving events of which the gospel tells. He 

points out that the liturgical movement within the Roman Catholic Church was beginning to recover 

this insight, but what was needed was a recovery of the gospel itself. 'Catholicism, created by the 

Gospel, finds its power in terms of the Gospel alone' (p. 179). The message of the Reformers, renewed 

by the Barthian movement, poses a challenge to Catholicism. The Reformation’s themes – the Word of 

God, the priority of faith, the glory of God – are, he says, ‘Catholicism's own themes, and out of them it 

was born'. That is why, as Ramsey puts it, speaking autobiographically, I believe: 'Catholicism always 

stands before the Church door at Wittenberg to read the truth by which she is created and by which also 

she is judged' (p. 180). 

 Ramsey now adjusts the balance of his argument, going on to claim that, although the 

Reformers recovered the gospel, their doctrine of the Church was a distorted one. While Luther had a 

deep insight into the Church as the body created by Christ's cross and resurrection, he was trapped in a 

false antithesis between internal and external. He did not believe that the outward order of the Church 

mattered particularly (pp. 181, 190). For Calvin, on the other hand, Church order was important, but by 

blurring the difference between presbyter and bishop, Calvin obscured the true order of Catholicism (p. 

181). Calvin did not see the New Testament connection between the local church and the whole 

Church; he believed that the ministry of the apostles came to end with their deaths and he failed to 

realise that it was essentially carried on through the episcopate (p. 196). For Calvin, Ramsey believes, 

the Church is functional, it is a policeman whose job it is to safeguard the Christian life by commands 

and prohibitions. So in Calvin we have church order without the sense of union with Christ (p. 197). As 

a result of the first Reformers' failures in ecclesiology, later Protestantism became individualistic, 

centred on people's emotions, subjective and humanistic, lacking the sense of worship as the work of 

the whole body, offered to God. Protestantism had lost its way. However, Ramsey notes, Karl Barth 

and Emil Brunner were beginning to reintroduce a seriousness about the Church and its worship, 

though without much interest in its outward order (p. 202).  

 In the penultimate chapter (13), Ramsey turns to his own Church (Ecclesia Anglicana) in an 

attempt to connect the central thesis that he has developed in GCC to the Church of England. Where 

does Anglicanism fit into the spectrum of Christian traditions? 'The Anglican was and is a bad 

Lutheran, a bad Calvinist, and certainly no Papist.' But what distinguished the reformed Church of 

England was that it held together 'what Christians elsewhere had torn asunder – the Gospel of God, 

which had made the Reformers what they were, and the ancient historical structure which the 
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Reformers as a whole had rejected, but without which the Gospel itself lacks its full and proper 

expression' (p. 204). Unlike the Continental Reformers, the English Church appealed not only to the 

Bible, but to the early Church as the proper context for interpreting the Bible. Therefore it did not blow 

up certain texts out of proportion, like the Lutherans, and did not attempt to develop a rigid logical 

system like the Calvinists. It took antiquity and the lessons of history seriously in a way that the first 

Reformers, who wanted to start from scratch, did not (p. 205). By retaining unbroken the episcopal 

structure, the English Church showed that it was not a new Church, 'but the expression on English soil 

of the one historical and continuous visible Church of God' (p. 206). It held gospel and Church 

together. While the Puritans severed this unity and the Tractarians rediscovered the visible Church, the 

person in recent Anglican history who saw the Church's outward order as arising from the gospel and 

as a sign of the gospel was, for Ramsey, Frederick Denison Maurice (1805-1872). Distrusted by both 

Anglican Catholics and Anglican Evangelicals, Maurice – as he said of himself – dug down to the true 

foundation of the English Church: 'the Gospel of God, the sacramental life and the soundest learning 

that its clergy and laity can possess' (pp. 210-216).10  

 We might pause at this point to note that here Ramsey introduces a third strand of Anglican 

ecclesial identity and integrity, alongside the gospel and the Church – sound learning. The appeal to 

‘sound learning’ could be said to be implicit in his argument all along (though only implicit, because 

Ramsey himself seems at this stage to be ignorant of it, in fact asserting the opposite) because it was 

integral to the Reformation appeal to the ancient sources of the Scriptures and the Fathers in the 

original languages. Anglicans had typically conducted their theological debates not by an unanswerable 

appeal to authority, a magisterium, but by the best arguments that they could muster, based on biblical, 

theological and historical scholarship. The gospel, the catholic Church and sound learning had been, for 

Ramsey, the standard rationale or legitimation for the Anglican platform since the sixteenth century. 

 However, Ramsey adds, just because Anglicanism has the right foundation, that does not mean 

that it is a perfect Church or a complete one. Anglicans cannot afford to be complacent – far from it. In 

a justly famous conclusion to this chapter, Ramsey puts Anglicanism in its proper place: 

For while the Anglican church is vindicated by its place in history, with a strikingly balanced 

witness to Gospel and Church and sound learning, its greater vindication lies in its pointing through 

its own history to something of which it is a fragment. Its credentials are its incompleteness, with the 

tension and travail in its soul. It is clumsy and untidy, it baffles neatness and logic. For it is sent not 

to commend itself as 'the best type of Christianity', but by its very brokenness to point to the 

universal Church wherein all have died. (p. 220)  

 The final chapter (14) of GCC applies the book's thesis to ecumenism, which was then a 

comparatively young phenomenon. When Ramsey was writing, in the early 1930s, the International 

Missionary Conference at Edinburgh (1910) was a quarter of a century in the past, the first 

International Conference on Faith and Order, at Lausanne in 1927, was a recent event and Roman 

Catholics were not permitted to participate in any ecumenical activities; ecumenism was condemned. In 

a divided Christendom, he believes, the holy orders of all the churches are impaired. The meaning of 

those orders and of the Eucharist that they celebrate is 'maimed': 'no longer are they performed with the 

authority and the outward commission of the whole visible Church' (p. 223). The imperative of unity is 

to restore the wholeness of the meaning of ministry and sacraments, so that the gospel may shine out in 

its full strength. 

                                                 
10 See also Ramsey’s later (little) book, F. D. Maurice and the Conflicts of Modern Theology: The Maurice Lectures, 1948 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951). 
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The Gospel and the Catholic Church – assessment and critique 

GCC sets out what is on the face of it a paradoxical thesis. Ramsey challenges the stereotypes that 

assume that Catholics (whether Roman or Anglo-) are interested in the Church while Evangelicals 

(whether Protestant or Anglican) are interested in the Bible. That may be true to life in some cases, but 

theologically it is a false antithesis, damaging to our understanding of both Bible and Church. The 

Bible speaks of the Church as well as of the gospel. The gospel needs the Church to become embedded. 

What is the Church without the gospel? The gospel points us to the Church: the Church points us to the 

gospel. A truly Catholic Christian is someone whose faith and life is centred on the cross of Christ. An 

truly Evangelical Christian is a person with a passion for the Church and its unity. The matter is not 

often put like that. Ramsey's thesis is paradoxical only because the wholeness of Christian truth has 

been fragmented and one vital insight has been played off against another, misappropriated for party 

purposes. 

 Ramsey often talks about 'binding together' and sees this as a major strength of Anglicanism. 

But that is precisely what he has achieved in GCC and is where the significance of this book, for 

ecumenism as well as for Anglicanism, lies. GCC reveals a powerful intellect striving to unite truths 

that have been torn asunder. It shows a mediating, synthesising mind, but one that acieves this not by 

compromise, by splitting the difference, but by affirming complementary truths in their strength and 

integrity. It is not possible to achieve this by intellectual force alone, by sheer assertion, but only by a 

deep spiritual intuition and integrity, nurtured by prayer and a consecrated life. Ramsey held these 

truths-in-tension together in his own mind and heart and in his ministry, especially when he became a 

bishop. GCC is a benchmark book for Anglicanism and the ecumenical movement because it shows 

that traditions that exist in tension need each other and are impoverished in isolation. To put it more 

strongly, they are incoherent and incomplete until they come together. There is no integrity without 

unity. That message from the study of a young scholar in a rather remote seminary three quarters of a 

century ago still goes to the heart of what the ecumenical movement is about and it needs to be heard 

afresh. 

 However, Ramsey's argument contains some serious flaws. Setting aside minor details of 

biblical or historical interpretation, that are partly functions of the state of scholarship at the time, the 

1930s, let us take two rather crucial areas for closer scrutiny: the claims for the episcopate and the 

presentation of the Reformation tradition. 

 

Is episcopacy of the esse of the Church? 

Ramsey asserts that episcopacy belongs to the esse, the very being of the Church, not merely to its  

bene esse, well being, or to its plene esse, fullness of being – these were the usual options when the 

language of essence was used. His is an ecumenically bold and provocative claim and I am doubtful 

whether, in later life, Ramsey would have put it quite like that. It is a claim that he inherited from the 

Tractarians and from his mentor Charles Gore. But Ramsey commented to me in 1974 that Gore was 

too fanatical about apostolic succession. I think that in later life Ramsey had reached a more balanced 

view. Like Gore, he was not a great student of the classical Anglican divines, but perhaps he was aware 

by then that the consensus of Anglican writers of the seventeenth century – although they upheld 

episcopacy and would never sacrifice it – did not regard it as belonging to the esse of the Church; they 

generally recognised Lutheran superintendents (for example) as quasi-bishops, and did not exclude 
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Protestant churches on the Continent of Europe from the Church of Christ.11  

 Ramsey qualifies his claim about episcopacy by insisting that all the baptised are within the 

Church: he is not unchurching Christians who do not have bishops. He also states that bishops are 

essential for the unity and continuity of the Church. In recent years Anglicans have said very much the 

same thing in their ecumenical agreements. But those agreements seem to recognise that, in a divided 

Christendom where unity and continuity are damaged, the Church can still exist and can exist without 

bishops. Ramsey does not appear to deploy the distinction that we find in ecumenical texts between 

episkope or pastoral oversight, which every church has in some form, and episcopacy, the particular, 

personal expression of that oversight in visible, intentional, historical continuity, which obviously not 

all churches have or want. Many Anglicans, wedded to episcopacy as they are, would be puzzled at the 

suggestion that the gospel message included the absolute necessity of bishops. Many Christians in 

Protestant churches would be outraged.12 

 

Ramsey's view of the Reformation 

Ramsey had read certain Reformation texts at first hand – which is more than most educated Anglicans 

of his generation had done. His highly positive appraisal of the Reformation is remarkable – perhaps 

unique – among Anglo-Catholics of his day. His ringing affirmation, 'Catholicism always stands before 

the Church door at Wittenberg to read the truth by which she is created and by which also she is 

judged,' is probably unparalleled in Anglican theology. Here Ramsey breaks violently away from the 

tradition that had nurtured him, from Newman to Gore.13 

 Ramsey knew some of Luther's key writings, particularly those of 1520, the so-called 

‘Reformation Writings’, but large swathes of Luther's works had not been translated into English at that 

time. Ramsey could read German and quotes (whether directly or not is not entirely clear) from the 

massive Weimar edition D. Martin Luthers Werke which was still under way when Ramsey was doing 

his research. Ramsey is perfectly correct that Luther was not interested in the Church as a structured 

institution. Luther's gaze was held by the cross and, with it, by the doctrine of justification by faith; 

everything else was secondary, if not peripheral. Although Luther himself and the Lutheran 

confessional documents wanted and expected the ministry of bishops to continue, provided that the 

bishops preached the gospel and supported the reform, Ramsey is right to allege that the early 

Lutherans saw no particular theological significance in this.  

  When it comes to John Calvin, Ramsey has clearly dipped into the chapters of the Institutes of 

the Christian Religion that deal with the Church (Book IV, the longest) and he is right to say that the 

Church was of intense importance to Calvin. But it is grossly untrue to say that Calvin did not have a 

sense of the whole Church, the Church Catholic, or that for him the Church had a functional role, or 

that it was merely a sort of policeman to keep Christians on the straight and narrow, or that Calvinism 

was a logical system. All that is an appalling travesty. For Calvin, the Church of Christ was an ordered, 

organic, sacramental, studious, obedient, sacrificial and God-infused body – and all that without 

bishops, though not without pastors and teachers, of course. Furthermore, Ramsey's survey of the trend 

                                                 
11 See P. Avis, Anglicanism and the Christian Church: Theological Resources in Historical Perspective, 2nd edition 

(London and New York: T&T Clark, 2002). 

12 See further my discussion, ‘Episcopacy: Focus of Unity or Cause of Division’, in Paul Avis, Reshaping Ecumenical 

Theology (London and New York: T&T Clark, 20100 chapter 7. 

13 See the extensive survey of the attitude of Anglican writers (in the Church of England) to the Reformation in Avis, 

Anglicanism and the Christian Church (2002 edition), Part 3. 
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of Protestantism over the past few centuries to become (as he alleges) individualistic, subjective, 

emotional and lacking in theological seriousness is extremely cursory and tendentious. Although not 

without a grain of truth, taken as a whole it is a caricature and an insult. What did Ramsey know of 

Reformed Churches in North America, Asia, or even Scotland, to name but a few? At this point, it 

seems that Ramsey was uncritically retailing bogus scholarship and popular Roman Catholic – and 

therefore Anglo-Catholic – prejudices, which were legion. This kind of attack was commonplace 

among Anglican 'Catholics' at the time, from Newman to Gore and is particularly reminiscent of 

Newman’s jibes at the ‘Popular Protestantism’ that, he alleged, had made ‘the right of private 

judgement’ its number one article of faith.14 

 Ramsey is also sorely adrift when he accuses the Reformers of making a 'nude' appeal to 

Scripture and of treating the Bible as the only authority (p. 200). He presents the Reformers as men 

who had little sense of Christian history and who detached the Scriptures from the Church. I do not 

recognise this description. How could Ramsey have been unaware of the huge industry of Lutheran and 

Reformed scholars, especially in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in researching the writings of 

the early Fathers? How could he overlook the fact that Calvin's arguments are typically backed up by 

patristic references, albeit rather selective ones? It is true that all the Reformers believed that nothing 

from tradition needed to be added to the Scriptures in order to show the way of salvation and that 

nothing not taught either explicitly or implicitly in Scripture could be required for salvation, but this is 

the doctrine of the Church of England also (enshrined, for example, in Article 6 of the Church of 

England's Thirty-nine Articles). But, as modern scholarship has extensively confirmed, the Reformers 

did not interpret the Bible in isolation from the early Church and they revered the Fathers (especially, 

of course, those who agreed with them!), Augustine most of all.15 Luther’s study and use of Church 

history – he was driven to become an historian, as that was understood at the time, by the calling of a 

Council (which became the Council of Trent) among other factors – has been the subject of several 

monographs in modern times.16 

 Ramsey's thesis is that the Reformers rediscovered the gospel of God but failed to recover the 

fullness, the catholicity, of the Church because they did not care about bishops. (He cannot claim that 

Calvin, unlike Luther, did not care about the outward ordering of the Church.) He then has to show 

that, without bishops, the Protestant churches inevitably went further downhill in several important 

ways. Against that background, Ramsey can argue that the Church of England – or perhaps 

Anglicanism more generally – has continued to hold together gospel and Church (together with sound 

learning), and although it is far from perfect, it has the heart of the matter in it and can show other 

churches the way to wholeness and integrity. But Ramsey's vindication of Anglicanism is undermined 

                                                 
14 E.g. J. H. Newman, Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church viewed relatively to Romanism and Popular 

Protestantism (London: Parker, 1837). 

15 See, e.g., L. Grane, A. Schindler and M. Wriedt (eds), Auctoritas Patrum: Contributions on the Reception of the Church 

Fathers in the 15th and 16th Century, 2 volumes (Mainz: Zabern, 1993, 1998); Irena Backus (ed.), The Reception of the 

Church Fathers in the West: From the Carolingians to the Maurists, volume 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1997); Peter Fraenkel, 

Testimonia Patrum: The Function of the Patristic Argument in the Theology of Philip Melanchthon (Geneva: Droz, 

1961); A.N.S. Lane, John Calvin: Student of the Church Fathers (Edinburgh: T&T Clark; Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Books, 1999).  

16 John M. Headley, Luther’s View of Church History (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1963); Glanmore 

Williams, Reformation Views of Church History (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press; London: Lutterworth Press, 1970); 

and see footnote 13, above. On some key aspects of Reformation ecclesiology see P. Avis, The Church in the Theology 

of the Reformers (London: Marshall, Morgan & Scott; Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1981; reprinted Eugene, OR: Wipf and 

Stock, 2002) and Avis, ‘The Church and Ministry’ in David M. Whitford (ed.), T&T Clark Companion to Reformation 

Theology (London and New York: T&T Clark, 2012), chapter 9. 
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by his unjustified and unsupported criticisms of the Reformers and a sweeping attack on modern 

Protestantism that must have come largely from reading jaundiced secondary sources. It is 

disconcerting to find Ramsey falling prey to such partiality and tendentiousness in this most creative of 

his writings, even if in later life he moved beyond such caricatures. 

 

Conclusion   

In an essay collected in Canterbury Pilgrim (1974) Ramsey looked back on his first book and asked 

himself whether he still believed what he had written thirty years before. The key thesis was: 'The 

structure of Catholicism is the expression of the gospel.' Ramsey replied that he still adhered to his 

thesis, but that he would not press the metaphor of 'structure' as he had done in GCC. The image of a 

structure, he pointed out, is only one among several biblical metaphors for the Church, including 

'building', 'body', 'vine' and 'assembly' (ekklesia). Each of the metaphors speaks of 'the once-for-all 

given-ness' of the Church, but each of them speaks also of the growth of the Church on its way to 

becoming perfectly itself. 'The sacramental order of the Church witnesses to its historical given-ness, 

and (as I now realize more than I once did) also witnesses to its growth towards a plenitude when the 

Church, partly within history and partly beyond history, will become its own true self.'17 Ramsey seems 

to be suggesting that GCC did not take eschatology seriously enough. Now he sees that the Church is in 

a state of becoming. An inflexible insistence on very specific structures may inhibit God's will for the 

development of the Church's order. Ramsey's reflections are rather cryptic and it is difficult to know 

what their cash value is. But we know – for example, from the element of pragmatism in his approach 

to the Anglican-Methodist unity conversations that ultimately failed in 1972 – that he distanced himself 

from Bishop Gore's uncompromising stance on episcopacy in ecumenical dialogue. For someone who 

revered Gore and stood in awe of him, that was a major departure.18 

 In spite of the two major reservations that I have discussed immediately above and Ramsey's 

own acknowledged second thoughts, I believe that Ramsey's broad thesis in this book stands. The flaws 

in The Gospel and the Catholic Church do not invalidate its central thrust. I might paraphrase Ramsey's 

argument as follows – and I emphasise that this is my way of trying to restate the argument in a form 

that I believe is slightly more nuanced and less open to criticism and that brings out the enduring truths 

of the catholic and Anglican ecclesiology that are no less relevant today than when Ramsey first put 

pen to paper three quarters of a century ago.  

1. The gospel of the free, unmerited grace of God through the life and work of Jesus Christ (that 

the Reformers recovered) implies the existence of the Church and the importance of catholicity. 

The gospel is God's call and invitation to sinful, lost humanity to seek redemption in the saving 

events of Christ's incarnation, death and resurrection. When Christ died, we died in him and 

when he rose we rose to new life together with him. United with him in baptism, we are thereby 

also made one with his body the Church. 

2. The Church is its true self when it is centred on the gospel. The ordained threefold ministry was 

instituted to serve the gospel and the Church and to hold them together. The outward order of 

the Church matters because it shapes the life, the worship and the mission of the Church. Its 

order should reflect its faith. Its outward manifestation should express its inward meaning, it 

                                                 
17 Canterbury Pilgrim, p. 110. 

18 Ramsey told me in 1974 (and also put similar comments in print) that he found Gore’s presence ‘absolutely 

overwhelming’, as ‘righteousness embodied’; and see Ramsey’s Foreword to P. Avis, Gore: Construction and Conflict 

(Worthing: Churchman Publishing, 1988). 
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should reveal Christ to the world. 

3. Because, in most episcopally-ordered churches, bishops are seen as in some sense successors of 

the apostles, they are particularly well suited to this role of pointing to the gospel – the events of 

Bethlehem, Calvary and Easter – and they are visible links with the apostolic Church, while 

also helping to hold the Church together in Christ today. Bishops are agents of mission and 

unity in both time and space. 

4.  Anglicanism embodies this truth about catholic polity, though not necessarily in a unique way, 

and in practice it sometimes obscures the truth on which it stands. Other churches succeed in 

holding gospel and Church (and sound learning) together in their own way. They may have 

something to learn from Anglicanism – at least from what it aspires to be – but Anglicans 

equally have lessons to learn from them. 

5. Episcopacy is apostolic and patristic in its foundation and in its content, though it is not the only 

authentic way of expressing the principle of transmitted authority and of exercising oversight in 

the Church. Nevertheless, personal episkope in the form of the historic episcopate within the 

threefold ordained ministry – which is itself situated within the mission and ministry of the 

whole body, lay and ordained together – is the best way of mediating Christ's care of his flock. 

A person is always better than a committee and that person can only do that job when they are 

given authority by Christ through the body to do so. 

6. As such it is not at all unreasonable to hold that the ministry of bishops in visible, historical 

continuity (the historic episcopate) is required for the unity and continuity of the Church. Or, as 

Anglicans (and not only they) tend to say nowadays in their ecumenical dialogues, the historic 

episcopate is necessary for the full visible unity of the one Church of Jesus Christ, which is the 

Spirit-inspired goal of the ecumenical movement. 

 

 

 


