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6 Models Of The Church By Avery Dulles

6 models of the church by Avery Dulles Avery Dulles, a renowned Catholic theologian and Jesuit priest,
profoundly contributed to the understanding of the Church's nature through his influential classification of six
models or images of the Church. These models offer a comprehensive framework for understanding how the
Church functions, how it perceives itself, and how it relates to the world. In this article, we will explore each of
Dulles's six models in detail, examining their theological foundations, implications, and relevance in contemporary
church life.

The Sign of the Church: An Overview of Avery Dulles’s Six
Models

Avery Dulles's approach to understanding the Church is rooted in the belief that the institution can be viewed
through multiple lenses, each highlighting different aspects of its identity and mission. His six models are: 1. The
Church as Institution 2. The Church as Mystical Communion 3. The Church as Sacrament 4. The Church as Herald 5.
The Church as Servant 6. The Church as Community of Disciples Each model emphasizes particular dimensions of
the Church's life, and together, they provide a multidimensional understanding that can adapt to various contexts
and challenges faced by the Church today.

1. The Church as Institution

Definition and Characteristics
The Institution model views the Church primarily as an organized, hierarchical body. It emphasizes the importance
of structure, authority, and rules to maintain unity and order within the Church.

Hierarchy: Clear leadership with the Pope at the top, followed by bishops, priests, and deacons.1.
Doctrine and Canon Law: Established beliefs and legal frameworks that govern Church life.2.
Tradition of Authority: Emphasis on apostolic succession and continuity over time.3.

Implications
This model underscores the necessity of order and authority to preserve doctrinal integrity and discipline. It is vital
for maintaining unity, especially in diverse and global communities.

Strengths and Challenges
Strengths: Provides stability, clarity, and a sense of collective identity. Challenges: Risks becoming rigid or
bureaucratic, potentially alienating believers seeking a more personal or mystical experience.

2. The Church as Mystical Communion

Definition and Characteristics
This model emphasizes the spiritual and communal aspect of the Church. It portrays the Church as a living, organic



community united by bonds of love and shared faith.

Spiritual Unity: Members are connected through the Holy Spirit.1.
Shared Life: Emphasizes prayer, sacraments, and mutual support.2.
Personal Relationship: Focus on individual believers' relationship with Christ and each other.3.

Implications
It highlights the importance of community and personal faith, fostering a sense of belonging and spiritual growth.

Strengths and Challenges
Strengths: Encourages intimacy, mutual care, and active participation. Challenges: Can be difficult to organize on a
large scale or reconcile with institutional structures.

3. The Church as Sacrament

Definition and Characteristics
The Sacrament model views the Church as a visible sign and instrument of God's grace in the world. It underscores
the Church's role as a tangible means through which divine grace is communicated.

Visible and Invisible: Balances the Church’s physical presence with its spiritual mission.1.
Sign of Grace: Sacraments as primary means of grace dissemination.2.
Unity and Holiness: Reflects divine realities through Church life.3.

Implications
This model calls the Church to be an effective sign of God's love and grace, fostering holiness among its members
and in the world.

Strengths and Challenges
Strengths: Deepens the sacramental life and emphasizes the Church’s divine mission. Challenges: Risk of
becoming overly ritualistic or disconnected from social realities.

4. The Church as Herald

Definition and Characteristics
The Herald model focuses on the Church’s mission to proclaim the Gospel and announce the message of salvation.

Preacher and Teacher: Emphasizes evangelization and catechesis.1.
Prophetic Voice: Challenges injustices and advocates for the marginalized.2.
Message-Centered: Prioritizes the content of the Gospel over institutional concerns.3.

Implications
It calls the Church to be a dynamic communicator of Christ’s message, engaging the secular world with clarity and
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courage.

Strengths and Challenges
Strengths: Inspires renewal, evangelization, and social justice. Challenges: Can lead to confrontational attitudes or
neglect of internal community needs.

5. The Church as Servant

Definition and Characteristics
This model presents the Church as a servant to humanity, emphasizing humility, service, and social justice.

Ministry of Service: Focuses on caring for the poor, oppressed, and marginalized.1.
Model of Christ: Reflects Jesus’s servant leadership.2.
Social Justice: Engages actively in addressing societal issues.3.

Implications
Encourages the Church to be a compassionate force, embodying Christ’s love through action and advocacy.

Strengths and Challenges
Strengths: Builds credibility and relevance in contemporary society. Challenges: Risk of neglecting doctrinal or
spiritual aspects in favor of activism.

6. The Church as Community of Disciples

Definition and Characteristics
The Disciples model emphasizes the call to follow Christ actively, making disciples and fostering ongoing
conversion.

Personal Commitment: Encourages individual discipleship.1.
Ongoing Formation: Promotes continual spiritual growth and learning.2.
Mission-Oriented: Focuses on evangelization and living out Christ’s teachings.3.

Implications
The model advocates for a dynamic faith community where members are continually transformed and sent forth as
witnesses.

Strengths and Challenges
Strengths: Promotes active participation and personal transformation. Challenges: Maintaining ongoing discipleship
in busy modern lives and ensuring community support.



Integrating the Models: A Holistic View of the Church

Avery Dulles’s six models are not mutually exclusive but complementary. A healthy understanding of the Church
recognizes its multifaceted nature, integrating authority and community, sacrament and proclamation, service and
discipleship. Practical Application: Church leaders and members can reflect on these models to identify strengths
and areas for growth. For example, emphasizing the Church’s sacramental and mystical aspects can deepen
spiritual life, while focusing on service and evangelization can enhance social relevance.

Conclusion: The Continual Relevance of Dulles’s Models

Avery Dulles’s six models of the Church remain profoundly relevant in contemporary theological discourse and
ecclesial practice. They serve as a valuable tool for understanding the complex identity of the Church and guiding
its mission in a rapidly changing world. Whether emphasizing the institutional authority, the spiritual communion,
the sacramental signs, or the prophetic mission, these models collectively invite the Church to embody the fullness
of its calling as a community rooted in Christ and committed to the world. By embracing this multidimensional
perspective, the Church can navigate challenges with clarity, adapt to new contexts with faithfulness, and renew
its mission to be a sign, instrument, and witness of God's kingdom on earth.

6 Models of the Church by Avery Dulles have become a foundational framework in ecclesiology, offering a
multifaceted understanding of the Church's nature, mission, and identity. Developed by Jesuit theologian Avery
Dulles in 1974, these models articulate the Church's identity through various perspectives, each emphasizing
different dimensions of its reality. Dulles’s work is celebrated for its depth, clarity, and capacity to bridge
theological tradition with contemporary ecclesiology, making it an essential reference for scholars, clergy, and
laypeople alike. This article provides a comprehensive analysis of each model, exploring their historical context,
core characteristics, strengths, limitations, and implications for the Church today.

Introduction to the Models of the Church

Avery Dulles proposed six distinct models to describe the Church, recognizing that no single perspective can fully
encapsulate its richness. Instead, each model highlights specific aspects—be it the Church’s institutional authority,
its mystical communion, or its missionary purpose. These models are not mutually exclusive but rather
complementary, allowing for a nuanced understanding that can adapt to different contexts and pastoral needs. The
six models are: 1. The Church as Institution 2. The Church as Mystical Communion 3. The Church as Sacrament 4.
The Church as Herald 5. The Church as Servant 6. The Church as Community of Disciples Dulles’s classification is
both descriptive and normative, offering a way to interpret the Church’s self-understanding and guiding its mission
in varying circumstances.

1. The Church as Institution

Historical Background and Core Features
The Institutional Model views the Church primarily as an organized, hierarchical body with established structures,
laws, and authority. Rooted in the early Christian community’s development, especially in the context of Roman
society, this model emphasizes order, continuity, and stability. Key features of this model include: - Hierarchical
authority (papacy, bishops, clergy) - Canonical laws and doctrinal orthodoxy - The importance of tradition and
institutional continuity - The role of the Church as a social and moral authority
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Strengths and Contributions
- Provides clarity on governance and authority structures - Ensures doctrinal unity and doctrinal fidelity - Facilitates
organized pastoral care and administration - Acts as a stabilizing force in times of change

Limitations and Criticisms
- Can risk becoming overly rigid or bureaucratic - May neglect the spiritual and communal dimensions - Risks
alienating members who seek a more personal or participatory faith experience - Tends to emphasize external
authority over inner conversion

Implications for Contemporary Church
While vital for maintaining doctrinal integrity, the institutional model must balance authority with pastoral
sensitivity. Modern challenges—such as declining church attendance, secularization, and calls for greater lay
participation—highlight the need for the Church to evolve beyond a purely hierarchical structure.

2. The Church as Mystical Communion

Understanding the Mystical Dimension
This model emphasizes the Church as a spiritual community marked by communion and unity among its
members—both living and dead. Drawing from the biblical imagery of the Body of Christ and the communion of
saints, it underscores the interior, relational aspects of the Church. Core features include: - The unity of all
believers through the Holy Spirit - The participation of all members in Christ’s life - The communion among saints
and the universal church - The importance of love, charity, and mutual support

Strengths and Contributions
- Highlights the spiritual and relational dimensions of church life - Fosters a sense of belonging and shared identity
- Emphasizes the role of love and charity as central to ecclesial life - Connects the earthly church with the heavenly
communion

Limitations and Challenges
- May risk overlooking institutional structures and authority - Difficult to concretely organize or operationalize in
church governance - Can lead to a subjective or individualistic understanding of faith

Contemporary Relevance
In an era where personal spirituality and community are vital, the mystical communion model reminds the Church
to nurture authentic relationships, foster inclusivity, and emphasize the spiritual bonds that unite believers.

3. The Church as Sacrament



Defining the Sacramental Nature
This model portrays the Church as a visible sign and instrument of God’s grace in the world. As a sacrament, the
Church embodies Christ’s presence and facilitates divine grace through its rites, worship, and community life. Key
elements include: - The Church as a sign of divine love and salvation - The role of the sacraments as means of
grace - The Church’s mission to mediate God’s presence - The unity of the Church with Christ

Strengths and Contributions
- Emphasizes the spiritual and sacramental life of the Church - Connects worship and community through tangible
signs - Reinforces the importance of grace and divine action - Inspires the Church to be a visible reflection of divine
love

Limitations and Considerations
- Risks reducing the Church to its sacramental functions - May overlook social justice and prophetic dimensions -
Challenges in translating sacramental theology into everyday life

Modern Implications
The sacramental model underscores the importance of liturgy and sacramental life, urging the Church to foster
meaningful worship and recognize its role as a conduit of divine grace in contemporary society.

4. The Church as Herald

The Prophetic and Evangelical Dimension
The Herald Model emphasizes the Church’s mission to proclaim the Gospel and call for repentance, conversion, and
social justice. It sees the Church as a messenger that announces the Good News of Christ to the world. Core
features include: - The proclamation of the Gospel as central - The Church’s role as a prophetic voice advocating
justice - The call for personal and societal transformation - The importance of evangelization and catechesis

Strengths and Contributions
- Reinforces the Church’s evangelizing mission - Addresses social issues through prophetic engagement -
Encourages active participation in mission and outreach

Limitations and Challenges
- May undervalue the importance of community and sacraments - Risk of becoming overly confrontational or
doctrinally rigid - Difficulties in balancing proclamation with dialogue

Contemporary Significance
The herald model inspires the Church to be boldly prophetic, engaging with societal issues such as poverty,
injustice, and secularism while remaining rooted in the Gospel message.
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5. The Church as Servant

Service as a Fundamental Attribute
This model emphasizes the Church’s role as a servant to humanity, echoing Christ’s own service and humility. It
highlights social justice, charity, and the preferential option for the poor. Key aspects include: - The call to serve
and uplift marginalized groups - The importance of social justice initiatives - The Church’s role in advocating for
human dignity - Embodying Christ’s servanthood

Strengths and Contributions
- Focuses on practical charity and social engagement - Aligns with Jesus’s teachings on humility and service -
Addresses contemporary issues of poverty and inequality

Limitations and Considerations
- Risk of neglecting doctrinal authority or liturgical life - Potential for activism to overshadow spiritual formation -
Challenges in mobilizing resources and sustained engagement

Implications for Today
The servant model encourages a holistic approach, integrating social action with spiritual growth, emphasizing that
true service is rooted in love and faith.

6. The Church as Community of Disciples

Discipleship and Followership
The final model focuses on the Church as a community committed to following Christ fully. It emphasizes personal
conversion, ongoing discipleship, and active participation in the mission of Christ. Core features include: -
Emphasis on personal conversion and holiness - The call to discipleship and radical commitment - The importance
of community life and shared mission - The role of spiritual formation and education

Strengths and Contributions
- Promotes active engagement and personal responsibility - Encourages deep spiritual growth - Reinforces the
importance of community and shared purpose

Limitations and Challenges
- May emphasize individualism over communal aspects - Risks neglecting institutional or sacramental dimensions -
Difficult to sustain consistent discipleship in modern contexts

Contemporary Applications
This model challenges the Church to foster environments where individuals can grow as committed disciples,
integrating faith, action, and community.



Conclusion: The Integrative Power of Dulles’s Models

Avery Dulles’s six models offer a comprehensive, dynamic framework for understanding the multifaceted nature of
the Church. Each model emphasizes different truths—be it authority, communion, grace, proclamation, service, or
discipleship—highlighting that the Church’s identity is complex and layered. Recognizing these models allows for a
more nuanced ecclesiology that can adapt to contemporary challenges, foster unity amid diversity, and deepen the
faith of believers. While each model has its strengths and limitations, together they form a holistic

Questions & Answers About 6 models of the church by avery
dulles

No Question Answer

1 What are the six models of the
Church proposed by Avery Dulles?

Avery Dulles identified six models of the Church: the Institution,
the Body of Christ, the Sacrament, the Herald, the Servant, and
the Community of Disciples.

2 How does Dulles' 'Institution' model
describe the Church?

The 'Institution' model views the Church as an organized,
hierarchical structure that provides order, authority, and stability
within the Christian community.

3 What is the significance of the
'Sacrament' model in Dulles'
framework?

The 'Sacrament' model emphasizes the Church as a visible sign
and instrument of God's grace in the world, highlighting its role as
a sacred sign of divine presence.

4 How do the 'Herald' and 'Community
of Disciples' models differ in Dulles'
understanding?

The 'Herald' model focuses on the Church as a messenger
proclaiming the Gospel, while the 'Community of Disciples'
emphasizes the Church as a community of committed followers
living out Christ's teachings.

5 Why are Dulles' six models of the
Church considered relevant in
contemporary theology?

They provide a comprehensive framework that captures different
aspects of the Church's identity and mission, helping theologians
and believers appreciate the multifaceted nature of the Church in
modern times.

church models, avery dulles, ecclesiology, church typologies, church history, theological models, church authority,
church community, church structure, ecclesial paradigms
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