
THE RATZINGER READER94

Looking ahead to our principal theme – the local Church and the universal 
Church – we can say that the Eucharist, seen as the permanent origin and center 
of the Church, joins all of the ‘many’, who are now made a people, to the one 
Lord and to his one and only Body. This fact already implies that the Church 
and her unity are but one. It is true that the many celebrations in which the one 
Eucharist will be realized also point ahead to the multiformity of the one Body. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that these many celebrations cannot stand side by side 
as autonomous, mutually independent entities but are always simply the presence 
of one and the same mystery.

3.2 The Babylonian Captivity of the Post-Conciliar Church

In the early 1970s, Ratzinger painted a bleak picture of the challenges 
facing the church in our times. He argued that the church was in ‘a 
situation of Babylonian captivity’, where division and mistrust ruled. 
Declaring that too many rush to divide those within the church into 
progressives and conservatives, the then Professor Ratzinger went on to 
suggest attention would be better focused on other themes – ones which 
would increasingly come to dominate his own thinking down to the 
present day. These are ‘the Church’s true mission’ vis-à-vis the prayer life 
of the ‘ordinary’ faithful, the disillusionment that set in amongst many in 
the Church after Vatican II when so many had felt a new Pentecost was 
about to dawn, and a return to a focus upon the fundamentals of the faith 
that had been clouded by obsession with those ways of the contemporary 
world and with cultural as well as intellectual novelty and fashion. The 
fi nal fundamental theme of the professor would be a renewed emphasis 
upon the universal Church and, in particular, upon a renewal of its teach-
ing authority over all believers. Naturally, this also focused attention upon 
those Catholic theologians deemed to be espousing ideas that prolonged 
this ‘Babylonian captivity’. These themes would become increasingly 
familiar ones in Ratzinger’s theological corpus.

Here, as throughout his writing, Ratzinger displays dismay at and, 
indeed, disdain for those whom he perceives to be allowing the Church 
itself, and theology, alike, to be led astray by secular ideas and trends. As 
indicated, he has consistently been keen to preserve the ‘purity’ of both.

Ratzinger speaks of guarding against ossification in the Church, 
here echoing sentiments of his earlier writings as well as those of his 
co-author in the volume from which our reading comes, Hans Urs von 
Balthasar. But he goes on to state (something echoed again in the fi nal 
chapter of his later book, Called to Communion) that ‘true reform’ attends 
to repentance, to matters of faith. ‘False reform’ seeks change, indeed, 
salvation even, ‘merely by changing others, by creating ever fresh forms, 
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and by accommodation to the times’. Too many, he continues, have 
become obsessed with changing church structures, patterns of ministry 
and the like, so that the Church itself becomes of secondary importance. 
Ecclesiology becomes bogged down in a ‘battle about machinery’. The 
‘real problem’, however, is the ‘crisis of faith’.

Ratzinger continues by asserting that instead of renewing the Church 
in order for it to speak all the more effectively the gospel of love to the 
world, the aftermath of  Vatican II saw a blurring of distinctions between 
belief and unbelief. Those outside the Church applauded the Council 
because it seemed to take the Church in the direction of their own ways 
and views, rather than the other way around. Addressing the theological 
ebb and fl ow of the 1960s and early 70s, Ratzinger thus offers a lament 
at the current ‘state of the Church’ and especially of theology.

His conclusion is that unbelief has taken a fi rm foothold in the Church, 
thanks to this blurring of distinctions. Tellingly, he laments that elements 
of the vision for the Church that were pronounced at Vatican I have 
been lost. The lament continues: the theology of the Church espoused 
by many in the post-conciliar age seeks to turn away from the Church’s 
theological attributes towards its political ones, whereby sociological 
theory dictates ecclesial organization and the sacramental principle is 
replaced by ‘democratic control’.

This writing refl ects many of the key concerns of Ratzinger and 
those who shared his worries about the direction in which the Church 
was moving post-Vatican II. But critics would point out that here again 
Ratzinger is employing rhetorical fl ourishes to promote the ‘restora-
tionist’ agenda of the then fl edgling Communio project.24 His assertions 
concerning theology, the Church and Vatican II would be contested by 
many, all offering markedly different interpretations. His well-known 
anti-ideological bias is again to the forefront here.

The blueprint offered in this text would be replicated in each analysis 
concerning the state of the Church offered by Ratzinger in the years to 
come. The schools of thought and the trends he attacks would change 
as Ratzinger turned his attentions over the years to new perceived 
threats, with forms of religious pluralism and moral relativism being the 
foremost amongst them. But the essential thesis and preferred solution 
would remain the same and the essential ecclesiological picture would 
remain constant. Critics would suggest that the latter does not become 
more nuanced, but simply more assertive and more all-encompassing 
in its ecclesial and theological remit. Even those critical of Ratzinger’s 

24 See reading no. 3.5, below. The work it appeared in was produced along with Hans Urs von Balthasar, 
one of Ratzinger’s key collaborators in the Communio project.
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stewardship of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF) 
would acknowledge that many of the ‘enemies’ he identifi es in this text 
would be dealt with one by one during his time at the CDF – the private 
theological vision being brought to bear upon the future direction of the 
Church and theology alike.

The Church now fi nds itself in a situation of Babylonian captivity, in which the 
‘for’ and ‘against’ attitudes are not only tangled up in the oddest ways, but seem 
to allow scarcely any reconciliation.25 Mistrust has emerged, because being in 
the Church has lost straightforwardness and no one any longer risks attributing 
honesty to another.

Romano Guardini’s hopeful observance of 1921 (A process of great moment 
has begun, the Church is coming to lie in the souls of men) seems to run thus: 
Indeed, momentous things are in progress, the Church is becoming extinguished 
in men’s souls, and Christian communities are crumbling. In the midst of a world 
striving for unity the Church is falling apart in nationalistic partisanship, in calumni-
ation of the alien and glorifi cation of self.

There seems to be no middle way between the iconoclasts and a reaction 
that clings too much to externals and what always has been, between contempt 
of tradition and a mechanical dependence on the letter. Public opinion places 
everyone inexorably in his precise category, for it needs to have clear-cut rules, 
and admits of no nuances: a person has to be either a progressive or a conserva-
tive. But reality, however, is different.

Silently, with no voice to speak for them, even at this time of confusion, the 
simple faithful carry on fulfi lling the Church’s true mission: prayer, bearing daily 
life with patience, always listening to the word of God. But they do not fi t into 
the picture that people want to see; and so, for the most part, they remain silent, 
although this Church is by no means invisible, though hidden deep beneath the 
powers of this world.

So far we have discovered our fi rst clue about the background against which 
we must ask: Why am I still in the Church? In order to fi nd a meaningful answer 
we have fi rst of all to scrutinize this background, which is linked directly to our 
topic by the little word ‘today’, and, having described the situation, go on further 
to seek for its causes.

How was it possible for this Babylonian captivity to arise at a moment when 
we had been hoping for a new Pentecost? How was it possible that just when the 
Council seemed to have reaped the ripe harvest of the last decades, instead of 
enjoying the riches of fulfi lment we found only emptiness? How could disintegra-
tion emerge from a great surge towards unity?

25 [From Joseph Ratzinger, ‘Introductory Thoughts on the State of the Church’, in Two Say Why. Why 
I Am Still a Christian, by Hans Urs von Balthasar, and Why I Am Still in the Church, by Joseph Ratzinger. 
Trans. John Griffi ths. London: Search Press, Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1973, pp. 67-75].
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For a start, I shall try to reply with a metaphor designed both to clarify the task 
before us and to begin to reveal how it is possible for every No to contain a Yes.

It would seem that in our efforts to understand the Church, efforts which at the 
Council fi nally developed into an active struggle for the Church, and into concrete 
work upon the Church, we have come so close to the Church that we can no longer 
see it as a whole: we cannot see the city for the houses, or the wood for the trees.

The situation into which science has so often led us in respect of reality seems 
now to have arisen in respect of the Church. We can see the detail with such 
precision that we cannot see the whole thing. As in scientifi c study, so here, an 
increment in exactitude represents loss in truth. Indisputably precise as is all that 
the microscope shows when we look through it at a section from a tree, it may 
obscure truth if it makes us forget that the individual is not just an individual, but 
has life within the whole, which is not visible under the microscope and yet is 
true – truer, indeed, than the isolation of the individual.

The perspective of the present day has distorted our view of the Church, so 
that in practice we see the Church only under the aspect of adaptability, in terms 
of what can be made of it. Intensive efforts to reform the Church have caused 
everything else to be forgotten.

For us today the Church is only a structure that can be changed, and which 
constantly causes us to ask what can be altered, in order to make the Church 
more effi cient for the functions that someone or other thinks appropriate. In all this 
questioning the concept of reform as it occurs in the popular mind has largely 
degenerated and lost its essence.

Reform originally meant a spiritual process, very much akin to repentance. A 
man becomes a Christian only by repenting; and that applies throughout his life; 
it applies to the Church throughout its history. The Church, too, keeps alive as 
the Church by turning again and again to its Lord, by fi ghting ossifi cation and 
comfortable habits which so easily fall into antagonism to the truth.

When reform is dissociated from the hard work of repentance, and seeks 
salvation merely by changing others, by creating ever fresh forms, and by accom-
modation to the times, then despite many useful innovations it will be a caricature 
of itself. Such reform can touch only things of secondary importance in the Church.

No wonder, then, that in the end it sees the Church itself as of secondary 
importance. If we become aware of this, the paradox that has emerged appar-
ently with the present efforts at reform becomes intelligible: the attempt to loosen 
up rigid structures, to correct forms of Church government and ministry, which 
derive from the Middle Ages, or, rather, the age of absolutism, and to liberate the 
Church from such encrustations and inaugurate a simpler ministry in the spirit of 
the Gospel – all these efforts have led to an almost unparalleled over-emphasis 
on the offi cial elements in the Church.

It is true that today the institutions and ministries in the Church are being 
criticized more radically than ever before, but in the process they attract more 
exclusive attention than ever before.
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For not a few people the Church today seems to consist of nothing but 
these. And so, questions about the Church exhaust themselves in a battle about 
machinery; one does not want to leave such an elaborate piece of mechanism 
lying about idle, yet fi nds it wholly unsuited to the new functions it is expected 
to fulfi l.

Behind this the real problem appears: the crisis of faith which is the true heart 
of the process. The socio-logical radius of the Church still extends far beyond the 
circle of the genuine faithful.

The publicity effect of the Council and the apparent possibility of rapproche-
ment between belief and unbelief – an illusion fostered almost inevitably by 
the popular new coverage given to the Church – pushed this alienation to 
the limit.

Applause for the Council came in part from those who had no intention 
of becoming believers, in the traditional Christian sense, but who hailed the 
‘progress’ of the Church in the direction of their own views, taking this as a cor-
roboration of their way of life. It is true that at the same time in the Church itself 
faith is in a state of ferment.

The problem of historical transmission sets the ancient creed in a doubtful 
twilight in which outlines become blurred; the objections of science or, rather, 
of what people think is the modern view of the world, play a part in making the 
process worse.

The boundary-line between interpretation and falsifi cation, even at the very 
heart of things, becomes more and more confused. What do we really mean by 
‘resurrection from the dead’? Who is believing, who is interpreting, who is falsify-
ing? The countenance of God rapidly disappears behind this argument about 
the limits of interpretation. The ‘death of God’ is a very real process, and today 
reaches right into the heart of the Church. It looks as if God were dying within 
Christianity. For where the resurrection becomes the experience of a message that 
is felt to be cast in out-of-date imagery, God ceases to be at work.

Does he work at all? This is the question that follows immediately. But who is 
so reactionary as to insist upon a realistic ‘He is risen’? And what one sees as 
progress another thinks of as unbelief, and what was for aeons inconceivable 
is now usual: men who have long since given up the Church’s creed, in good 
conscience regard themselves as genuine progressive Christians.

For them the one standard by which to judge the Church is the effi ciency 
with which it operates. Obviously we have to ask what effi ciency is, and what 
the end is which it subserves. Is it supposed to provide a critique of society, to 
assist evolution, or to inaugurate revolution, or is it there to promote community 
celebrations? At all events we have to start again from the ground fl oor, for the 
Church was originally designed for none of these things, and in its present form 
really is not adapted to these functions at all.

Discontent grows among believers and unbelievers alike. The foothold gained 
by unbelief within the Church makes the situation seem intolerable to both parties; 
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most of all, these circumstances have given the reform programme a certain 
notable ambiguity, which to many seems almost irremovable – at least for the 
time being.

Quite obviously this is not the whole story. In recent years many positive things 
have happened, about which we must not keep silent: the new accessibility of 
the liturgy,26 an awareness of social problems, a better understanding between 
separated Christians, the removal of much anguish that had arisen from a false 
and liberalistic faith, and many other things.

All this is true and not to be minimized. But these things are not the distinguish-
ing features of the general climate in the Church. On the contrary, all of this has 
in the meantime passed into the twilight created by the blurring of the lines of 
demarcation between faith and unbelief. Only at the beginning did this blurring 
look like a liberation. Today it is clear that, in spite of all signs of hope, the Church 
that has emerged from this process is not a modern but a thoroughly shaky and 
deeply divided Church.

Let us put it very crudely: the fi rst Vatican Council described the Church as 
a ‘signum levatum in nationes’, as the great eschatological banner that was 
visible from afar and called and united men. It was (so said the Council of 
1870) that for which Isaiah had hoped (Is. 11, 12): the universally visible sign 
that every man could recognize and that pointed the way unequivocally to all 
men. With its astounding expansion, superb holiness, fecundity in all goodness, 
and invincible stability, it was supposed to be the real miracle of Christianity, its 
permanent authentication – replacing all other signs and miracles – in the eyes of 
history.

Today everything seems to have turned to the opposite. There is no marvellous 
expansion, but only a small-scale, stagnating association that cannot seriously 
overstep the boundaries of Europe or of the spirit of the Middle Ages; there is 
no superb holiness, but a collection of all human sicknesses besmirched and 
humiliated by a history from which no scandal is absent – the persecution of 
heretics and witch-hunting, persecution of the Jews and violation of conscience, 
self-dogmatizing and opposition to scientifi c evidence – so that anyone who 
listens to this story can only cover his head in shame; there is no stability, but only 
involvement in all the streams of history, in colonialism and nationalism, and the 
beginnings of adaptation to, and even identifi cation with, Marxism. These are 
not signs that evoke faith, but seem to constitute a supreme obstacle to it.

A true theology of the Church would seem to consist in denuding the Church 
of all theological attributes and looking on it as a wholly political entity. Then it 
is no longer seen as a reality of faith, but as a purely accidental – even if indis-
pensable – organization of the faithful, which ought as quickly as possible to be 
remodelled according to the most recent sociological theory. Trust is good, but 

26 [But contrast this with Ratzinger’s position in reading no. 1, Chapter Seven, below].
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control is better – after all our disillusionment with the offi cial Church; this is now 
our slogan. The sacramental principle is no longer self-evident; the only reliable 
thing is democratic control.

Ultimately we come to the point where the Holy Spirit himself is also incompre-
hensible. Anyone who is unafraid to look back into the past is aware, of course, 
that the scandals of history arose from the conviction that man must always seize 
power, that only the achievements of power are real.

3.3 Reinterpreting the Ecclesiology of  Vatican II: 
The Ontological Priority of the Universal Church

In September 2001, Ratzinger was invited by the Archbishop of Milan 
to address the opening of the Pastoral Congress of the Diocese of Aversa. 
The focus of his lecture here was to be the ecclesiology of  Vatican II. This 
would prove to be one of a number of addresses and writings in which 
we see Ratzinger seeking to offer an interpretation of the Council’s vision 
of Church through his attention to a particular group of themes, issues 
and perspectives.

His address fi rst of all deals with conceptions of the Church in the 
decades prior to the Council, particularly the pre-conciliar emphasis 
upon the Church as the mystical body of Christ. He then revisits familiar 
themes from many of his talks and writings, such as the Last Supper inter-
preted as the beginning of the Church, itself (see reading 3.1, above), and 
the implications of ‘Eucharistic ecclesiology.’ The latter, he believes, serves 
as a key to understanding Vatican II’s conception of the local Churches.

Here Ratzinger places the emphasis upon what counts as a ‘legitimate’ 
local Church and the criteria that need to be met to ensure this. The 
remainder of his address simply repeats much of what he had said about 
the ‘ecclesiology of communion’ in an address the year before (which 
forms the earlier parts of our next reading).

This core issue of the relations between local Churches and the universal 
Church would preoccupy not only many of Ratzinger’s personal theological 
writings and addresses, but also numerous documents that were issued by 
the CDF during Ratzinger’s time as its Prefect.27 These range from the 
CDF document against Leonardo Boff in 1985 to Communionis notio (1992) 
and Dominus Iesus (2000). Hence this lecture is given in the context of the 
controversy that followed the release of the latter document, in particular.

Critical voices would point out, fi rst, that Ratzinger makes a number 
of historical and theological generalizations, some of which prove 

27 Cf. the Introduction to this Chapter, p. 81-87.
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