what are the models of the church

**Understanding What Are the Models of the Church: A Comprehensive Exploration**

What are the models of the church is a question that many theologians, students of religion, and
curious believers often explore to better grasp the multifaceted nature of Christianity. The term
"models of the church" refers to different ways the church’s identity, purpose, and mission have been
understood and expressed throughout history. These models help to explain the diverse roles the
church plays in spiritual life, community, and society at large. By diving into these models, we can
appreciate the richness and complexity behind the church’s presence in the world.

Why Understanding the Models of the Church Matters

Before examining the specific models, it's helpful to understand why these conceptual frameworks
are important. The church is not a monolithic institution; it embodies various functions and
characteristics depending on historical context, theological emphasis, and cultural setting.
Recognizing different models allows believers and scholars to see how the church can simultaneously
be a community of faith, an institution of authority, a mystical body, and more.

Moreover, these models influence how followers of Christianity relate to their faith and participate in
church life. Whether one views the church primarily as a community of believers or as a teaching
authority affects worship styles, governance, and outreach efforts. Thus, exploring what are the
models of the church opens up a deeper dialogue about faith and practice.

The Classic Models of the Church

The most well-known framework of the models of the church comes from the Catholic theologian
Avery Dulles, who proposed six distinct but complementary models. Each highlights a different aspect
of the church’s identity and mission.

The Church as Institution

This model emphasizes the church as a structured organization with leadership, rules, and doctrines.
It focuses on the hierarchy—bishops, priests, and deacons—and the church’s role in maintaining
orthodoxy and order. The institutional church provides stability and continuity, safeguarding the faith
through sacraments, teaching, and governance.

This model appeals to those who value tradition and authority. It explains why church buildings,
councils, and official teachings play such a significant role in Christian life. However, critics sometimes
see this model as too rigid or bureaucratic.



The Church as Mystical Communion

The mystical communion model portrays the church as a spiritual fellowship of believers united by
faith and the Holy Spirit. Rather than focusing on organization, it highlights the relational and
communal dimension of the church. This model celebrates the church as a family or body of Christ,
where each member has a unique role and a shared life.

Here, the church is less about structures and more about intimate connection and spiritual unity.
Many find this model inspiring because it emphasizes love, fellowship, and shared faith experiences.

The Church as Sacrament

In this understanding, the church is seen as a visible sign of God’s grace in the world. The church
administers sacraments—such as baptism and the Eucharist—which are outward symbols of inward
spiritual realities. This model stresses that the church is a channel through which God’s saving power
operates.

The sacramental model connects the divine and earthly realms, reminding believers that the church is
a holy mystery. It encourages reverence for worship and the sacred traditions that communicate
grace.

The Church as Herald

The church as herald focuses on the proclamation of the Gospel. It is primarily a messenger,
announcing the good news of Jesus Christ to the world. This model highlights preaching, evangelism,
and the urgency of the church’s missionary task.

This perspective energizes churches to reach beyond their walls and address the spiritual and social
needs of society. It also underscores the authority of Scripture and the importance of clear
communication of the Christian message.

The Church as Servant

Here, the church is understood as a servant to humanity, especially the poor, marginalized, and
suffering. This model emphasizes social justice, charity, and practical acts of love. The church’s
mission is to imitate Christ’s example of compassion and service.

This approach resonates with those passionate about humanitarian work and activism. It reminds the
church that faith without works is incomplete and that serving others is a crucial expression of
discipleship.



The Church as Community of Disciples

Finally, the church as a community of disciples focuses on following Jesus and living according to his
teachings. It stresses personal commitment, spiritual growth, and ethical living. The church is a school
of discipleship where believers learn to embody Christ in everyday life.

This model appeals to those who desire a deep, transformative relationship with Christ and a practical
expression of faith in action.

Additional Perspectives on What Are the Models of the
Church

While Dulles’ six models are foundational, other frameworks and interpretations exist that add depth
to our understanding.

The Church as People of God

Rooted in biblical tradition, this model views the church as the collective people chosen by God. It
highlights the inclusivity and covenant relationship between God and humanity. The term “People of
God” reminds believers that the church transcends institutional boundaries and is fundamentally
about belonging.

This model encourages participation from the laity and affirms the dignity and vocation of every
Christian.

The Church as Temple of the Holy Spirit

Another biblical image is the church as the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit. This model emphasizes
the spiritual vitality and divine presence in the community. It suggests that the church is a living
organism animated by God’s Spirit, capable of renewal and transformation.

This understanding fosters a sense of awe and reverence, inspiring believers to seek spiritual gifts
and unity.

The Church as Family

The familial model sees the church as a family united by faith and love. It focuses on care, support,
and nurturing relationships among members. This model highlights the church’s role in providing
emotional and spiritual security.

Many find this model comforting as it reflects the natural human need for belonging and mutual care.



How the Models of the Church Influence Modern Church
Life

Understanding what are the models of the church isn’t just an academic exercise; it has practical
implications for how churches operate today. For instance, a church emphasizing the institutional
model might invest heavily in formal leadership and doctrine, while one inspired by the servant model
might prioritize community outreach and social programs.

In many contemporary churches, these models overlap. A vibrant congregation might be both a
mystical communion and a herald, blending deep fellowship with active evangelism. Recognizing this
multifaceted nature can help church leaders balance tradition and innovation, authority and freedom,
worship and service.

Tips for Engaging With Different Models in Your Faith
Community

- **Reflect on your church’s identity:** Which model(s) resonate most with your community?
Understanding this can help clarify your church’s mission and priorities.

- **Embrace diversity within unity:** Encourage appreciation for different models to foster a more
inclusive and dynamic church life.

- **Balance spiritual and practical needs:** Combining models like mystical communion and servant
can enrich both worship and social action.

- **Stay open to growth:** The church’s identity can evolve, and being aware of these models can
guide healthy development.

Final Thoughts on What Are the Models of the Church

Exploring what are the models of the church reveals a rich tapestry of meanings that reflect the
church’s multifaceted role in the world. Whether seen as an institution, a community, a servant, or a
herald, the church embodies a divine mission that continues to inspire and challenge believers. By
understanding these models, individuals and congregations can deepen their faith experience and
participate more fully in the life of the church.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the models of the Church in Catholic theology?

The models of the Church in Catholic theology, proposed by Cardinal Avery Dulles, include the Church
as Institution, Mystical Communion, Sacrament, Herald, Servant, and Community of Disciples.



Who introduced the concept of the different models of the
Church?

Cardinal Avery Dulles introduced the concept of different models of the Church in his 1974 book
‘Models of the Church'.

What does the '‘Church as Institution' model emphasize?

The 'Church as Institution' model emphasizes the Church's hierarchical structure, authority, laws, and
governance as a visible and organized society.

How does the ‘Church as Mystical Communion' model describe
the Church?

The 'Church as Mystical Communion' model describes the Church as a spiritual community bonded by
faith and the Holy Spirit, emphasizing relationships among believers.

What is the significance of the 'Church as Sacrament' model?

The 'Church as Sacrament' model highlights the Church as a visible sign and instrument of God's
grace in the world, mediating salvation through the sacraments.

In the 'Church as Herald' model, what is the Church’s primary
role?

In the 'Church as Herald' model, the Church's primary role is to proclaim the Gospel message and call
people to conversion and faith in Christ.

What does the 'Church as Servant' model focus on?

The 'Church as Servant' model focuses on the Church's mission to serve others, especially the poor
and marginalized, following the example of Jesus' service.

How does the 'Church as Community of Disciples’' model
define the Church?

The 'Church as Community of Disciples' model defines the Church as a group of believers committed
to following Jesus Christ in their daily lives and mission.

Additional Resources

Models of the Church: An Analytical Exploration of Ecclesial Frameworks

what are the models of the church is a question that has intrigued theologians, scholars, and
believers alike for decades. Understanding these models is essential for grasping the multifaceted
nature of Christian ecclesiology and the diverse ways the church has been conceptualized throughout



history. The concept of “models of the church” refers to the different theological frameworks and
images that attempt to describe the essence, mission, and structure of the Christian community.
These models serve not only as descriptive tools but also as prescriptive guides that influence how
churches organize themselves, interact with society, and understand their spiritual purpose.

Exploring the various models provides insight into the complex identity of the church, reflecting its
theological, liturgical, and sociological dimensions. This article delves into the most prominent and
influential models, evaluating their characteristics, implications, and relevance in contemporary
Christian discourse.

Understanding the Concept: What Are the Models of
the Church?

The phrase “models of the church” emerged prominently in 20th-century theological discussions,
particularly with the work of ecclesiologist Avery Dulles. Dulles identified several core models that
have historically shaped Christian self-understanding. Each model highlights particular aspects of the
church’s nature and mission, offering a lens through which believers and leaders interpret their
communal and spiritual life.

These models are not mutually exclusive; rather, they complement and challenge one another,
creating a rich tapestry of ecclesial identity. The use of different models can emphasize diverse

priorities, such as authority, community, mission, or sacramentality, which in turn affects church
governance, worship style, and engagement with the wider society.

Primary Models of the Church: A Theological and
Practical Review

The Institution Model

The institution model perceives the church primarily as a structured organization with defined
authority and governance systems. This model stresses hierarchical leadership, doctrinal orthodoxy,
and the administration of sacraments. It often aligns with traditional denominations such as Roman
Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy, and certain Protestant branches.
Features:

e Emphasis on authority and order

e Clear clerical hierarchy (bishops, priests, etc.)

¢ Central role of doctrine and canon law

e Focus on sacraments as means of grace



This model’s strength lies in its ability to maintain unity and doctrinal consistency. However, critics
argue that it can sometimes lead to rigidity and alienation, especially in contexts where institutional
power overshadows community engagement.

The Mystical Communion Model

Contrasting the institution model, the mystical communion model highlights the church as a spiritual
community united by faith and the shared experience of grace. It focuses on the inner life of believers
and the relational bonds that transcend formal structures.
Key aspects include:

e Emphasis on fellowship and spiritual unity

e Focus on the Holy Spirit’s role in binding the community

e Recognition of the church as the “Body of Christ”

e Less emphasis on formal hierarchy, more on mutual support

This model fosters inclusivity and a sense of belonging, resonating with contemporary desires for
authentic community. Nonetheless, it may lack clear organizational boundaries, leading to challenges
in doctrinal clarity and institutional accountability.

The Sacrament Model

The sacrament model views the church primarily as a visible sign of God’s grace in the world,
mediated through sacraments such as baptism and the Eucharist. It focuses on the church’s role in
continuing Christ’s presence sacramentally.
Characteristics:

e Church as a tangible sign of divine grace

e Sacraments as central acts of worship and identity

e Emphasis on liturgy and ritual

e Focus on the church’s sanctifying mission

This model is especially prominent in Catholic and Orthodox traditions, where sacramental theology
underpins much of ecclesial life. Its advantage is in connecting the divine and human realms
concretely, but it can be critiqued for potentially underestimating the church’s social and prophetic



roles.

The Herald Model

The herald model portrays the church as a messenger or proclaimer of the Gospel. It emphasizes the
importance of preaching, evangelism, and the communication of Christian truths.

Core elements:
e Focus on the Word of God and Scripture
e Church as a community called to witness
e Priority on mission and spreading the Gospel

e Often associated with Protestant evangelical movements

This model energizes outreach and personal faith commitment, making it highly relevant in mission-
oriented contexts. However, if overemphasized, it risks neglecting the institutional and sacramental
dimensions that sustain the church’s internal life.

The Servant Model

The servant model conceptualizes the church as a servant to the world, emphasizing social justice,
charity, and practical action in response to human suffering.

Highlights include:
e Commitment to service and advocacy
e Focus on social ethics and transformation
e Church as an agent of compassion in society

e Integration of faith and works

This model aligns well with modern social concerns, encouraging churches to be active participants in
societal betterment. Its challenge lies in balancing activism with spiritual and doctrinal identity,
ensuring service does not eclipse worship and theology.

The Community of Disciples Model



An extension of some earlier models, the community of disciples focuses on the church as a group of
believers actively following Jesus and living out his teachings in daily life.

Features:
e Emphasis on discipleship and personal transformation
e Church as a learning and growing community
e Mutual accountability and shared mission

e Often found in small groups and intentional communities

This model promotes deep spiritual growth and engagement but can face challenges relating to
inclusivity and broader organizational structures.

Comparative Insights: Choosing a Model in
Contemporary Context

In reality, most churches embody a combination of these models, adapting their emphasis to cultural,
historical, and theological circumstances. For instance, a Roman Catholic parish may predominantly
reflect the institution and sacrament models, while also fostering community and service. Conversely,
evangelical churches might prioritize the herald and community of disciples models, with varying
degrees of institutional structure.

Understanding these models helps church leaders and theologians navigate tensions between
tradition and innovation, authority and community, faith and action. It also assists in addressing
contemporary issues such as secularization, interfaith dialogue, and social justice.

Practical Implications of Ecclesial Models

e Governance: The institution model supports hierarchical governance, while the mystical
communion and community of disciples models encourage more participatory and relational
leadership structures.

* Worship Style: Sacrament and institution models tend to favor formal liturgies, whereas
herald and servant models might incorporate more informal or contemporary worship practices.

e Mission Focus: Herald and servant models prioritize evangelism and social engagement,
which can shape a church’s outreach programs and community involvement.

 Identity and Unity: Balancing doctrinal orthodoxy with relational inclusivity is a key challenge,
often mediated through the interplay of institution and mystical communion models.



The Evolution and Future of Church Models

The dynamic nature of global Christianity means that models of the church continue to evolve.
Emerging trends such as digital ministry, ecumenical movements, and the increasing role of laity
challenge traditional frameworks. Postmodern critiques question institutional authority, favoring more
fluid and decentralized expressions of church.

Simultaneously, cultural diversity demands models that can accommodate various expressions of
faith, from indigenous practices to urban megachurches. This ongoing evolution requires a nuanced
understanding of ecclesiology that appreciates historical models while remaining open to innovation.

The question of “what are the models of the church” thus remains not only a theoretical inquiry but a
practical necessity for guiding the church’s identity and mission in the 21st century. By engaging with
these models thoughtfully, Christian communities can better navigate the complexities of faith,
culture, and social responsibility in an ever-changing world.

What Are The Models Of The Church

what are the models of the church: Models of the Church Avery Dulles, 2002-05-14 There is
today a dramatic reexamination of structure, authority, dogma -- indeed, every aspect of the life of
the Church is held up to scrutiny. Welcoming this as a sign of vitality, Avery Dulles has carefully
studied the writings of contemporary Protestant and Catholic ecclesiologists and sifted out six major
approaches, or models, through which the Church's character can be understood: as Institution,
Mystical Communion, Sacrament, Herald, Servant, and, in a recent addition to the book, as
Community of Disciples. A balanced theology, he concludes, must incorporate the major affirmations
of each. The method of models or types, observes Cardinal Dulles, can have great value in helping
people to get beyond the limitations of their own particular outlook and to enter into fruitful
conversation with others... Such conversation is obviously essential if ecumenism is to get beyond its
present impasses. This new edition includes a new Appendix and Preface by the author.

what are the models of the church: Models for Scripture John Goldingay, 2004 Looks at the
task of interpreting Scripture as witnessing tradition, authoritative canon, inspired word, and
experienced revelation.

what are the models of the church: Towards a Truly Catholic Church Thomas P. Rausch,
2005 Ecclesiology which takes into account the Second Vatican Council, ecumenism, and
globalization--Provided by publisher.

what are the models of the church: Models of the Kingdom Howard A. Snyder, 2001-07-23
Christians often misunderstand one another when they refer to the kingdom of God. They may ask:
Is it here on earth? In our hearts? In our churches? Over the years, best-selling author Howard
Snyder has been helping pastors and church leaders understand kingdom terminology. Now he
explains in eight models how the kingdom or reign of God has been and may be conceived. Snyder
explains with biblical texts and illustrations from church history. If you are a pastor or church
leader, you will find guidance for building new kingdom communities in your congregation as well as
ways to relate kingdom theology to global crises with the environment and our economy.

what are the models of the church: Models of Jesus Revisited John F. O'Grady, 1994 With this
revised version of his Models of Jesus, O'Grady makes available a classic work that offers an



https://santacruzdance.org/archive-th-202/what-are-the-models-of-the-church.pdf

extensive treatment of various models of Jesus that are not only possible, but actual in the church
today. The author first surveys models of Jesus in the New Testament, then examines six
contemporary models of Jesus.

what are the models of the church: Cadences of Home Walter Brueggemann, 1997-01-01 A
powerful perspective about preaching, Cadences of Home suggests that sermons must speak to
those who are lost and searching for their rightful home. Brueggemann argues for a dynamic
transformation of preaching to proclaim to the world that there is a home for all people.

what are the models of the church: Models of Priestly Formation Declan Marmion,
Michael Mullaney, Salvador Ryan, 2019-08-12 2020 Catholic Press Association honorable mention
award, church professional The preparation of new priests for ministry currently faces closer
scrutiny than at any time since the Reformation, and the importance of effective priestly formation
has perhaps never been clearer in the entire history of the church. In Models of Priestly Formation,
some of the world's leading experts on the topic consider priestly formation since Vatican II, explore
current best practices internationally, and imagine what the future of such formation might look
like. The book promises to become an essential reference for every person involved in priestly
formation and for anyone interested in understanding better how it is carried out and how those who
do it think about their task. The eBook edition includes four additional essays.

what are the models of the church: The Community of the King Howard A. Snyder,
2010-01-28 Howard A. Snyder probes the relationship between the kingdom of God and our daily
experience of the church.

what are the models of the church: Leadership in the Church for a People of Hope Mervyn
Davies, Graham Dodds, 2011-05-19 An introduction to leadership in the church from a practical and
theological point of view, for existing practitioners, lay people as well as those preparing for
ministry.

what are the models of the church: Models of the Eucharist Kevin W. Irwin, 2005 Explores in
a clear manner how the liturgy of the Eucharist contains a wealth of theology and spirituality about
the Eucharist itself and the way it shapes our view of the Christian life.

what are the models of the church: Biblical Preaching and Teaching Dallas R. Burdette,
2010-09 One objective of this book is to set forth an interest in the Book of Ephesians and the Book
of Philippians. Ten studies are developed from Ephesians in order to explain predestination, election,
and the richness of God's grace. Chapters 11 and 12 advance God's salvation with an emphasis in
Chapter 11 concerning the role of women in sharing the message of redemption. Chapter 13
examines one's life before rebirth and life after rebirth. Chapter 14 looks carefully at arguments
adopted to condemn instrumental music in the Christian assembly. The next seven chapters (15-21)
investigate several statements from the Book of Philippians with accent upon God working in us to
accomplish His outreach to the lost. Three chapters (22-24) look at the purpose of the church,
church and ministry, and the identification of the church. Chapter 25 sets forth the biblical date for
the Exodus as well as biblical chronology versus liberal chronology. The next chapter (26) looks at
the prophetic ministry. Chapters 27 and 28 review the prophet Jonah with an emphasis upon his
psychological setback in his first refusal to carry out God's command to go to Nineveh. Chapter 29
discusses God's admonition to Joshua. Chapters 30-32 scrutinize 1 Timothy 2:11-15, which in-depth
study is an overview of the Pastoral Epistles. This study seeks an answer to Paul's negative
declaration about the participation of women in the church at Ephesus. These particular women
were involved in the telling of stories about their gods and goddesses as well as the practice of
magic. They did not understand the true nature of Jesus. The next three chapters (33-35) analyze the
identity of Jesus. And, finally, Chapter 36 is written from an apologetic viewpoint, which reading
concentrates upon the cell to demonstrate that there is an Intelligent Designer.

what are the models of the church: Models of Evangelism Priscilla Pope-Levison, 2020-10-27
Many sincere Christians dismiss evangelism due to enduring evangelistic caricatures. This book
helps readers move beyond those caricatures to consider thoughtfully and practically how they can
engage in evangelism, whether it's through one-on-one conversations, social media, social justice, or



the liturgy of worship services. At once biblical, theological, historical, and practical, this book by a
seasoned scholar offers an engaging, well-researched, and well-organized presentation and analysis
of eight models of evangelism. Covering a breadth of approaches--from personal evangelism to
media evangelism and everything in between--Priscilla Pope-Levison encourages readers to take a
deeper look at evangelism and discover a model that captures their attention. Each chapter
introduces and assesses a model biblically, theologically, historically, and practically, allowing for
easy comparison across the board. The book also includes end-of-chapter study questions to further
help readers interact with each model.

what are the models of the church: American Catholics and the Church of Tomorrow
Catherine R. Osborne, 2018-04-24 In the mid-twentieth century, American Catholic churches began
to shed the ubiquitous spires, stained glass, and gargoyles of their European forebears, turning
instead toward startling and more angular structures of steel, plate glass, and concrete. But how did
an institution like the Catholic Church, so often seen as steeped in inflexible traditions, come to
welcome this modernist trend? Catherine R. Osborne’s innovative new book finds the answer: the
alignment between postwar advancements in technology and design and evolutionary thought within
the burgeoning American Catholic community. A new, visibly contemporary approach to design,
church leaders thought, could lead to the rebirth of the church community of the future. As Osborne
explains, the engineering breakthroughs that made modernist churches feasible themselves raised
questions that were, for many Catholics, fundamentally theological. Couldn’t technological
improvements engender worship spaces that better reflected God's presence in the contemporary
world? Detailing the social, architectural, and theological movements that made modern churches
possible, American Catholics and the Churches of Tomorrow breaks important new ground in the
history of American Catholicism, and also presents new lines of thought for scholars attracted to
modern architectural and urban history.

what are the models of the church: Classified Models of Speech Composition James
Milton O'Neill, 1921

what are the models of the church: Models of Heaven M. Francis Mannion, 2023-08-31 Many
people nowadays are confused about the topic of heaven, skeptical about it, or think it beyond
description. This book argues that, without venturing into the esoteric or fanciful, we can know more
about heaven than we think. Did you know, for instance, that heavenly rest will be exciting and
dynamic? That we will be overwhelmed and transformed by the beauty of God? That we will dance
with the Trinity, sing with the angels, and enjoy the delightful company of the saints (including the
saints we have known and loved on earth)? The book will deal with what we will be doing in the Holy
City and in the magnificence of the new creation, and what it means to say that we will feast at the
heavenly banquet. If you want answers to these questions, at once inspired by Christian tradition
and modern insight, and presented in a fresh and compelling manner, this book is for you. It is
written not only for theologians and specialists but also for inquiring Catholics and other Christians
seeking to deepen their understanding of life after death. It will serve theology students,
seminarians, clergy, religious educators, and parish study groups. Readers willing to invest time and
energy in the book will find their view of heaven deepened and expanded.

what are the models of the church: Models of Contextual Theology Stephen B. Bevans,
2002 Stephen B Bevans's Models of Contextual Theology has become a staple in courses on
theological method and as a handbook used by missioners and other Christians concerned with the
Christian tradition's understanding of itself in relation to culture. First published in 1992 and now in
its seventh printing in English, with translations underway into Spanish, Korean, and Indonesian,
Bevans's book is a judicious examination of what the terms contextual theology and to contextualize
mean. In the revised and expanded edition, Bevans adds a counter-cultural model to the five
presented in the first edition -- the translation, the anthropological, the praxis, the synthetic, and the
transcendental model. This means that readers will be introduced to the way in which figures such
as Stanley Hauerwas, John Milbank, Lesslie Newbigin, and (occasionally) Pope John Paul II need to
be taken into account. The author's revisions also incorporate suggestions made by reviewers to



enhance the clarity of the original three chapters on the nature of contextual theology and the five
models.

what are the models of the church: The Church Builder, 1874

what are the models of the church: The Church review, and ecclesiastical register [afterw.]
The American quarterly Church review, an ecclesiastical register [afterw.] The American Church
review [afterw.] The Church review , 1870

what are the models of the church: Biblical Models of Handling Conflict Roy D. Bell, 1987-12

what are the models of the church: Toward a Radical Church: New Models for Ecumenical
Relations Joseph C. McLelland, 1967
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