Michael Ramsey – The place of the Eucharist in the life of the Church.

Christian theology is not only a detached exercise of the Christian intellect; it is the life of the one Body in which Truth is both thought out and lived out. [87]
The problems of the Church, not least problems of reunion between Christians, cannot be met, or even intelligently thought about, unless it is recognised that the Church exists because of the death and resurrection of Jesus, and that any project in which the Church approaches more nearly to ‘becoming what it is’ (not Ramsey’s phrase) involves sacrifice, dispossession. All projects and ideals, theological, spiritual, intellectual, social, must go into the melting-pot under the imperative of the cross of God incarnate. [89]
The Church, in common with the whole redemptive process, does not exist as the fruit of human endeavour, which is shown time and again by the bloody collapse of ‘civilised’ rationality to be incapable of attaining anything that is lastingly healing. Thus the Church cannot be reformed by human effort and ingenuity, any more than sin can be eradicated by good will. We must hear the gospel of the incarnation as a summons to self-abandonment before all else, not as a reassuring endorsement of the best we can humanly do. [90]
F.D. Maurice certainly stresses the need for the Church to put the atonement at the heart of its preaching, but is more interested in the completeness of what has been achieved in the sacrifice of Christ than in the Christian appropriation of the way of the cross.
If we ask, however, why Ramsey should have found Maurice so sympathetic (and it was not an affinity he ever forswore), the answer in fact tells us much about the central and controlling vision that animates The Gospel and the Catholic Church, and thus about what Ramsey thought theology was. Maurice is profoundly concerned (as few if any theologians of his or Ramsey’s generation were) with the centrality of trinitarian theology, and he also (again in a way not easy to parallel in other writers of the age) grants a place of the highest significance in theological method to the language of the Church’s public worship. [90]

Maurice was concerned to understand the Church’s life as something in which the nature of God was made manifest; and this was close enough to Ramsey’s animating enthusiasms to make of Maurice an ally against both the liberalism he and Maurice rejected so passionately, and the conservatism that saw the Church as fundamentally a divinely organised institution, whose structures were given under law. [91]
It is essentially the vision of the Church as ‘epiphany’: what matters about the Church is not a system of ideas as such (though doctrine and dogma have their place) nor the structure of an organisation competent to deliver authoritative judgements and to require obedience (though order is important in its proper context), but what the bare fact of the Church shows. [92]
The Gospel and the Catholic Church sets out first to determine the shape of divine action (gift, sacrifice, the creation of a qualitatively new human fellowship) and then to demonstrate how doctrine and discipline in the Catholic tradition make present and tangible the pattern of divine action. In an unusually sharp couple of sentences on Calvin and the weaknesses of his theology of the Christian community, Ramsey expresses very clearly what he believes matters most for the Church:

For Calvin, however, the Church is rather utilitarian. It is not perceived as the glow of Christ's incarnate presence; it is the policeman sent to protect the Christian life by commands and prohibitions. Here is discipline, without the sense of union with the death and life of Christ which gives discipline its meaning; here is order, without the sense of the wondrous historical and apostolic race which gives order its meaning. [91]
Ramsey has … elaborated at length his reasons for believing that the traditional Catholic order is not an alien superstructure imposed on a ‘message’, but is actually the language in which that message is communicable in its fullness. … Fundamentally, however, the Church is the message. [92]
Ramsey has hard words for the doctrine of papal authority because it defines the unity of the Church in terms of a unity of ‘executive’ power: there is one supreme legiti​mate source for imperatives in faith and morals, and belonging in the Church is equivalent to submission to this. Not much better is what Ramsey sees as the Protestant distortion that appears to understand unity in terms either of what can be enforced by the biblically educated pastors of the community … or of shared feelings. But the true Church does not exist for the sake of advancing something other than its own integrity – whether it is a system of authoritative teaching or a set of sentiments. It is first and foremost the epiphany of God’s action, especially God’s action in the paschal events, and so too of God’s nature. It exists to radiate the glory of God. [93]
This can only be seriously maintained, of course, if we allow that the Church is what it is visibly and tangibly in one specific context – the Eucharist. This is not an arbitrary stipulation. If what it is to be a Christian is to be ‘in Christ’, the community of Christians is what it is only in so far as it is in Christ, united with Christ’s divine action. It is itself where human beings renounce their private and protected selfhoods ‘in a death like his’, so that their self-emptying mirrors the self-emptying of God the Word in Jesus’ life and death. [93]
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