Richard Hooker – The role of the Sacraments in the journey of faith.

Richard Hooker believed (injudiciously, in terms of his reputation and career) that Roman Catholics could go to heaven; he believed this, so his notorious sermon of 1586 explains, for what are in fact sound Protestant reasons. Our righteousness is always flawed, one way or another: although the perfect, active righteousness of God works on us by accepting us freely in Jesus Christ and guaranteeing the possibility of full forgiveness, that ‘inherent’ righteousness which concretely makes us holy here and now, our own appropriation of what God has decisively done, is precarious and unfinished. ‘The best things we do have somewhat in them to be pardoned ... We acknowledge a dutiful necessity of doing well, but the meritorious dignity of well doing we utterly renounce.’ We cannot in any way put God in our debt. But if sanctifying righteousness is connected with the faith by which we appropriate God’s sovereign and perfect righteousness, imperfect righteousness and imperfect faith go together.  [24]
To make salvation conditional upon a full and flawless apprehension or articulation of faith is … to undermine the central Reformation principle itself, the priority of God’s active righteousness. [25]
Hooker has another, less obviously Protestant, element in his argument in the Justification sermon. Christian life is a lot more chaotic than his Puritan adversaries might believe: Christian laypeople do things without necessarily assenting to the heretical doctrines underpinning them in the minds of teachers and theo​logians; the mass of believers are unlikely to understand the points of popish sophistication, even if they are aware of them, which they probably aren’t. What the ordinary Christian holds may well be what Hooker likes to call the ‘foundation’ of faith, even in a Church that officially commits itself to error. Of course there are deplorable consequences to false belief, but God’s mercy is well able to triumph if the foundation remains and is not deliberately rejected. And this means that mutual recognition as Christian is still possible between churches that are engaged in radical controversy. A church may be putting any number of obstacles in the way of the sanctification of its members, and it is the duty of other churches to point this out; but this is rather different from a church ceasing in all respects to be a church. [25]
The important insight for reading Hooker on Christ or the Eucharist is the implied, and sometimes explicit, appeal to the priority of divine action. Theological truthfulness is not fully at our disposal because holiness is not fully at our disposal; thus theological truthfulness, while genuinely, even painfully desirable, cannot be deployed as a condition that can confidently be managed so as to determine the limits of the true church. Naturally, churches working in history make and must make disciplinary decisions and enforce them; but they cannot, in so doing, claim to pre-empt divine decision. The Church exists and is sustained by God’s action, not by human consensus. [26]
Sacraments exist to further our union with God; and that union can’t be discussed without discussing its foundation in the union of God with Christ. ‘It seemeth requisite that we first consider how God is in Christ, then how Christ is in us, and how the Sacraments do serve to make us partakers of Christ’. There follows a beauti​fully lucid summary of patristic Christological teaching, designed to bring out as fully as possible the fact that the incarnation is not an isolated fact about Jesus but the ground for a renewing of the entire human race. A renewing, not a total alteration of human nature: Hooker is careful to steer us away from the idea apparently implied in a passage from Gregory of Nyssa, that humanity is somehow dissolved in divinity, losing its integrity in the process. And we are not to lose sight of the fact that Christ takes to himself in the incarnation ‘loss and detriment’. [27]
It is extremely important for Hooker to deny the Lutheran notion that the humanity of Christ in its glorified condition becomes omnipresent (a theory which is developed to make sense of Lutheran eucharistic doctrine): having taken an actual human body, the second person of the Trinity is for ever united to a specific material thing which has endured a specific history (he notes the ‘scars and marks of former mortality’ in the risen body as described in John’s Gospel. As Hooker elaborates this, he repeats the point he has already made about the union that takes place in the incarnation: there is no merging of natures, but there is an absolute continuity and insepar​ability of action and effect, since one personal agent only (the second person of the Trinity) is acting. We as united with Christ are not ‘activated’ by the divine person in the same way, but through our union with him in his mystical body, the Church, we can still say that he acts with and in us in such a way that the ‘effect’ of God follows from what we do. Body as well as soul, we are worked upon by the Holy Spirit in such a way that new effects appear, in many ‘degrees and differences’; Christ comes to life in us in various ways precisely as the effect of divine action is received into the created self, in its material and mortal condition. [28]
Papist error about the Eucharist is less in the doctrine of transubstantiation as such than in the insistence on this as the only legitimate account of how Christ acts. It is, incidentally, worth comparing Hooker here with Herbert’s poem on the Holy Com​munion in the Williams manuscript, which makes much the same point; the purpose of the Eucharist is the transformation of us, not the bread. Hooker can say, boldly, that ‘there ensueth a kind of transubstantiation in us’; Herbert argues that Christ died for humanity, not for bread, so that it is the former that needs changing – though, again, as for Hooker, without being destroyed in the process. [29]
Hooker empha​sises that the purpose of sacramental action is not simply to be a kind of ‘teaching aid’, supplementary to the proclamation of the Word. If sacraments are indeed a form of visual teaching, it is, he says, all too easy to slip into the assumption that they are a bit of an afterthought, less deserving of reverence and attention than verbal instruction. It also follows, if such a view is held, that there is no point in administering sacraments to children, whose capacity for instruction is so much inferior. In response, Hooker lists various elements of significance in sacramental practice that cannot be reduced to instruction in any straightforward sense; these are still largely to do with the subjective appropriation of God’s grace but he moves on to the simplest, yet most compre​hensive justification of sacramental action. The outward act signifies a gift of God which remains invisible (as in the Prayer Book Catechism, of course), but is bound to the execution of the act; sacraments are ‘moral instruments, the use whereof is in our hands, the effect in his’. Once again, the favourite word, ‘effects’: acting with God and under God’s instruction, human beings perform finite actions that allow divine causality to be more directly at work in the world without ceasing to be finite actions. [30]
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