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Introduction 
The short answer is: because God has willed it.  To ask why the Church needs the pope is 
similar to some but not all questions raised by the creed.  It is like the question, “why does 
baptism cleanse sin;” it is unlike the question of whether God exists or abortion is wrong.  
The Catechism indeed articulates doctrines on these latter but not necessarily as objects of 
faith.  That God lives, that abortion kills, these and other truths the Church holds can be 
known on the basis of clear principle and common experience.  Reason alone could 
formulate them – so Catholics hold.  It is not the same with the pope.  That Benedict XVI is 
the Vicar of Christ, the Church proclaims; that his office is the foundation of unity, she 
urges.  Can you accept it?  Here each man must answer for himself.  Faith is required.  
Indeed, nothing short of the abandon of Abraham will suffice, for, as Scripture says, 
“without faith it is impossible to please God” (Heb. 11).  For the doubtful such words might 
sound like a counsel to despair.  And, in a sense the Church has no honey coated candy to 
ease the digestion of this bitter pill.  As an adult convert I know the terror that awaits some 
of you.  To prepare to accept the offer of Anglicanorum Coetibus is to prepare to face the 
mighty stone that will role in front of you on the day of your reception.  And you must trust 
that this rock will not crush.  Minister: Do you believe all that the Catholic Church teaches? 
Candidate: I do.     

Who can reply without trembling?  Must one hold everything?  Reflecting back to my 
own reception, I remember thinking: a grown man already and barely have I counted all the 
floors in this vast mansion, the Church Catholic, which is to be my new home.  I had, as 
most of you no doubt have, some image of her dimensions; I did not then, and very little do 
now, know her depth.  And what of those dusty corners, those practices persistent yet 
perplexing like indulgences and bi-location?  Can you believe without understanding (fully)?  
Yes, you can.  In fact, there is no other way to believe.  Faith is a rope dangling above pools 
of churning water.  Faith is all that is left for a dying man who struggles to keep his head 
from slipping beneath the surface.   Though you may not know everything that awaits, you 
can at least know this: that before you is an offer more solid than anything to which you 
have yet clung.  Through his 2009 Apostolic Constitution Anglicanorum Coetibus what Pope 
Benedict XVI has extended to Anglicans is a dangling rope set down from the ark.  It is in 
his office as Fisher of Men that the Holy Father extends his hand. And it is, one might 
observe, the best possible offer Anglicans could hope for.   

I say Anglicans; more precisely I mean tradition-minded Evangelical and Anglo-
Catholics. Pusey, Keble and Newman had called for the restoration of authentic Anglican 
rite and doctrine, a return to the sources of Catholic England.  Newman had hoped that the 
Church in England might even be an exemplar; a way back by which Christians battered by 
controversy might unearth a primitive Apostolic unity older than the Reformation divide.  
The notion of the Church of England as a via media between Protestant rebellion and Roman 
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pride fell apart in 1841.  In that year, while penning his famous Tract 90, Newman set 
himself to reconcile the Creed of Trent with the 39 Articles.  He could not do it.  Shortly 
after that, in 1843, he resigned his position at St. Mary’s, Littlemore.  Newman paid a heavy 
price.  Following his conscience meant abandoning the consolation of friends, of 
employment, and of reputation.  The situation today is kinder.  Now, Catholic-minded 
Anglicans can reunite themselves with the Church without severing all ties.  Doctrinally they 
have long been closer to Rome than to the majority of their brethren.  Even more, the noble 
past will be perpetuated.  The Constitution, as you know, provides for the transmission of 
this patrimony through “seminary programs or houses of formation” (Anglicanorum Coetibus, 
6.5).   

Perhaps it is just that Anglicans should have hoped as much.  The Catholic Church, 
after all, is not a corporation and the Pope is not a CEO peddling new franchise locations.  
Rome does not demand that all things become Roman.  It was Newman’s genius to insist 
against Cardinal Manning that accepting Catholic faith does not imply the English must also 
conform, in all manners, to Roman style. Unanimity in creed does not require uniformity in 
culture.  Even on Marian devotions in his Apologia Pro Vita Sua Newman will insist 
“sentiment and taste do not run with logic”; and some pious practices suitable for Italy, “are 
not suitable for England” (p. 183, Everyman edition, 1949). (It is telling that at Newman’s 
University Church in Dublin in architecture he favored Byzantine, not Baroque.)  A contrast 
between London’s most auspicious Catholic churches, Westminster Cathedral and the 
Brompton Oratory, tells the difference in these two approaches to enculturation.   As the 
Second Vatican Council’s crucial Dogmatic Constitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium, has 
it, the Catholic Church seeks not to absorb but to purify; “she fosters and takes to herself, in 
so far as they are good, the abilities, the resources and customs of peoples” (LG 13).  
Benedict XVI’s new Constitution precisely illustrates, as I will later suggest, how the Petrine 
office can sustain the only condition that makes genuine diversity possible: unity.  

I offer these more personal remarks by way of preface.  To accept the Petrine 
ministry does require faith; it may entail sacrifice; but, as Newman, and many other converts 
attest, it certainly shall reward.  Having stated one half of the equation we may now go on to 
the other side.  To say that faith is necessary is not to say that she is naked.  To the contrary, 
faith has its reasons.  The Queen of all science is served well by her maidens.  Reasons, both 
philosophical and historical, support the Catholic view of the papacy.  These are signs which, 
though they may not convince singly, when taken together provide what are called “motives 
of credibility,” reasons that inspire confidence in the Church’s teaching authority.  But let us 
not rush.  Apologetics is only one mode of compelling speech.  Another is serene exposition.  
Before I suggest a few (Catholic) reasons for why the Church (humanly speaking) needs the 
Pope, I wish to begin with an explanation of the office itself.  Only after we outline what is 
the papacy’s nature do I wish to speak to the Church’s need.  
 
The papacy’s nature and function 
The first thing to be said about the pope is that he is a servant of the Church; indeed, he is 
servus servorum, as one of his titles indicates.  The first thing to be said about the Church is 
that she is a servant of man.  God willed the Church for our sake, that is to say, for our end: 
beatitude.  Happiness, life with God, divinization, these are all ways of speaking about that 
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one destination to which all are called and the saved will be found: union with God in 
fellowship with one another.  In the Garden man became a stranger to God.  He also 
became a stranger to man.  After tasting evil Adam and Eve saw that they were “naked.”  
They felt shame.  Their gaze turned in awful directions.  Now they tasted each other as 
merely bodies, as objects not as persons.  God’s remedy is the Church.  The goal of these 
thousands of years of salvation history has been to undo the damage; to rectify our sight; to 
reunite man in a universal communion of persons.   This is what Christians mean by heaven.  
If the City of God is our goal, the Church is our means of transport.  Willed from the 
beginning of time, Scripture and the Fathers speak of the Church under various figures.  It is 
the “Temple of the Holy Spirit” the “sacrament of salvation” and the “ark of God” (CCC 
772).  When attempting to explain this basic Christian mystery to skeptical and sophisticated 
pagans, Clement of Alexandria in the second century put it this way: 
 

Just as God’s will is creation and is called “the world” so  
His intention is the salvation of men, and is called “the Church.”  

(Paedigogus, 1, 6, 27; CCC 760) 
 

What is this community’s structure? The substance if not the language of all that we 
have said thus far above is common to Bible-believing Christians.  Scripture attests to the 
Church; it even divides its hierarchy according to the order of deacons, priests and bishop 

(!"#$%&"&').  St. Paul tells us in his epistle to Titus that the man who fills this last office 
must be in his character “blameless” and in his learning capable “to give instruction in sound 
doctrine” (Tit. 1:7-9).  Beyond this the Scripture says little.  Does this mean that we can only 
know little? What duties and loyalties did or should the office imply?  And here we do arrive 
at a crossroads.  Demand that the Church can travel no farther than her text and you can 
with some consistency posit a minimalist ecclesiology. I say you may be consistent, but you 
shall pay a price.  You may say: I do not need a bishop of apostolic succession because “I 
believe only in the Bible.”  You may say: I do not need transubstantiation because “I believe 
only in the Bible.”  In the face of these, and any other Catholic dogma, you may reply in 
defense:  I do not need them because I do not need tradition.  For, that is what you mean 
when you pit Bible against Church.  But do this and notice what follows.  You will find that 
no sooner have you lost your feet than you will have begun to lose your head as well.  From 
whence do you suppose you found the Bible?  The same Church that has carried the book 
these 20 centuries has also placed it in our hands so that we might read during our few 
passing days.  Consider how the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John were not 
the only candidates for Scripture.  By the second century other “Gospels” of Jesus circulated 
(such as the gnostic Gospel of Thomas, discovered in Egypt only in 1945 along with the rest of 
the Nag Hammadi Library, though known and condemned much earlier by Eusebius).  Why 
should we not accept these other testimonies to Christ? Who is to say which is the real Jesus 
Christ?  Well, once you lose the Church, no one; or, rather, anyone.  It took till the Councils 
of Hippo and Carthage in 393 and 397 for the Church to draw a definitive list.  One lesson 
from history we may draw is this: lose the Church and you have lost the Bible.  

So, the Bible is the Church’s book. The same Church that composed it is the same 
Church that compiled it is the same Church that has preserved it.  And, as has now in the 
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modern era become obvious, to mount an attack on the Church with the sword of the Bible 
is to fall by one’s own hand either to the right or to the left: landing as a liberal or a 
fundamentalist.  It is to choose learning without dogma or dogma without learning.  I leave 
the learning of liberalism to one side.  Should you choose the latter, if in other words if you 
wish to remain a Christian but not a Catholic, you burry yourself nearer to the Church, but 
not yet under her altars.  You will have placed yourself in the uncomfortable position, as 
Evangelicals must, of holding that an infallible canon originated, was collated, and transmitted 
by a fallible Church.  There is an old metaphysical principle that runs nihilo ex nihilo, nothing 
comes from nothing.  You cannot give what you do not have. How the Church could grant 
an infallibility she did not herself possess would be a great mystery indeed – or more 
precisely, a muddle.   

 
Having come thus far I admit that I do not think we have yet touched upon the real 

difficulty. Those Anglicans interested in the offer of Anglicanorum Coetibus are not likely 
caught in the thorns of Biblicism. Where Anglo-Catholics are more likely to fail is not at 
appreciating history but at attending to logic.  Their thinking is not so much narrow as 
nebulous.  Far from deploying a scholastic fundamentalism the 39 Articles admit history.  
And by recognizing history they grant a certain development of doctrine.  Here, of course, is 
where Newman found fault.  Admit history once and why not twice?  Admit it twice and 
why not twenty-one times?  If the primitive Church had the power to define the Creed at 
Nicaea I (325 A.D) why not again at Nicaea II (787 A.D.), and later?   

At the launch of the Oxford Movement Newman argued that the Church of England 
was a kind of unfortunate but necessary compromise position between erring extremes.  
What irrevocably turned Newman away from this view was his recognition of this 
inconsistency, this inability to see the logic of development through to its practical end.  As 
he wrote: 

 
I saw that the principle of development not only accounted for certain facts, but was 
in itself a remarkable philosophical phenomenon, giving character to the whole 
course of Christian thought.  It was discernible from the first years of the Catholic 
teaching up to the present day, and gave to that teaching a unity and individuality.  It 
served as a sort of test, which the Anglican could not exhibit, that modern Rome was 
in truth ancient Antioch, Alexandria, and Constantinople, just as a mathematical 
curve has its own law and expression. (Apologia, p.185) 
 

Admit history and you must accept development.  Accept the doctrine of development and 
you must follow its lead.  On a host of doctrines and disciplines, for example in the practice 
of baptism, Anglicans preserved not primitive Christianity but the later conclusions of the 
Catholic councils, and popes.  Admit history once and faithful Anglicans then as now are 
bound to stumble upon this rock.  So often a cause for scandal – as much for those within 
the Church as without – honest seekers cannot but wonder: why does the Church need the 
pope?     

This formula may not yet capture our question.  In truth, the Church has always had 
the pope.  There has never been a time without Peter.  Perhaps we may reformulate our 
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question as: will the Church always require that the pope function according to his present 
form?  At least according to the last two popes, the Catholic answer is no.  Certain features of 
the Petrine ministry are immobile; but not all of them.  I will take this up again in just a 
moment.  But, before I do, I offer just one more comment on the Bible’s relation to the 
Church.  

Converts to Catholicism who benefited from a passable Biblical formation (as I did) 
are often astounded at how much of the Scripture had formerly remained obscure.  Marian 
references – from the promise that a woman will crush the head of the serpent in the Proto-
Evangelion in Genesis 3, to the exalted imagery of the Lady with twelve stars on her head in 
Revelation 12 – crackle into life once they are read or heard from within their proper 
liturgical setting.  The same is true for Peter.  How many times had my eyes glanced over the 
reference to “binding” and “loosening” without making any sense?  That is simply the way 
the Bible works within a denomination.  So much of the Bible, so much of history, is simply 
not rendered sensible.  The Bible is squeezed; it is narrowed.  It is read through a lens.  And: 
that is how it should be. 

The Bible is too vast a book to be useful apart from some guide.  It needs a rough 
answer key.  St. Augustine in his guide book for Biblical interpretation, De Doctrina Christiana,  
called this the “regula fidei,” the rule of faith.  Protestants have them as do Catholics.  The 
crucial difference is that Catholics have a bigger lens.  Instead of looking at the book within 
the limits of, say, Luther’s “justification by faith alone” or Menno-Simmons’ “blessed are the 
peace-makers” or the more common Episcopalian “thou shalt not judge,” the Church peers 
through the very wide and thick lens of 2000 years of holy tradition.  It is like the difference 
between looking at the sky through your back porch telescope or the eye of the Hubble.  
You have to be a pretty remarkable wit to see very far if you are a Protestant. Armed with 
Greek lexicons and Strong’s Concordance you may even build a machine yourself.  To be 
Catholic one does not have to be half so clever.  In order to witness the farthest galaxies all 
you have to do is bend your neck.  Become humble, bow down once, and you enter a much 
vaster universe than you could have imagined on your own.   

We can go a step further.  Let us say you admit that sola scriptura is not a stable basis 
for grounding doctrine.  Protestants, after all, divide among some 20,000 denominations.  
Their internal divisions increase at a rate of one every two days.  So, once you admit that 
history is relevant to our faith, once tradition and the Church’s development become 
regulatory guides, what, with respect to the papal office, do we find?    

We find a great deal, and very early.  Already by the second century the office of 
bishop is well defined, as is the primacy of the bishop of Rome.  St. Ignatius of Antioch, for 
instance, attests to the rule of the bishop in every community.  He admonishes the faithful: 

 
Let all follow the bishop, as Jesus Christ follows the Father, and the college of 
presbyters as the apostles; respect the deacons as you do God’s law.  Let no one do 
anything concerning the Church in separation from the bishop. (Epistula ad Smyrnaeos 
8, 1; CCC 896) 
 

Among the bishops, Peter is afforded singular honor within the Church, as in Tertullian: 
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“The Lord said to Peter, ‘On this rock I will build my Church…’….Upon you, he 
says, I will build my Church; and I will give to you the keys, not to the Church” (On 
Modesty 21:9-10; A.D. 220) 

 
Cyprian of Carthage testifies that the chair of St. Peter is a foundation of Christian unity: 
 

If someone does not hold fast to this unity of Peter, can he imagine that he still holds 
the faith?  If he [should] desert the chair of Peter upon whom  the Church is built, 
can he still be confident that he is in the Church? (The Unity of the Catholic Church 4; 
A.D. 251) 

 
St. Augustine looks to the Roman Bishop to ratify the conclusions of regional councils: 
 

For two council’s [Carthage and Melivis, against Pelagius] have now sent reports to 
the Apostolic See; replies have come in turn.  The dispute is finished.  Would that the 
error might finish sometime as well. (Sermon 131.10; A.D. 417)   

 
And so forth. 
 Of course, development continues long after the apostolic period. Both East and 
West have always recognized the primacy of Peter.  Far more contentious during the second 
millennium has been the precise formulation of that jurisdiction. Before I close with two 
reasons why (humanly speaking) the Church manifestly needs the office of the pope, I note 
that this principle of development, even with respect to the precise definition of papal 
definition, remains open.  Paul VI has made this clear, as has his august Slavic and German 
successors.  One sign of the strength of papacy in the 20th century is, I think, its evangelistic 
humility.  With respect to the office of Peter the Church retains the testimony of the fathers, 
builds upon its scholastic heritage, rejoices in the degrees of the recent Vatican Councils, and 
yet is not unwilling to continue to debate and explore.  The most striking instance of this in 
modern times is, undoubtedly, John Paul II’s invitation in Ut unum sint (1995).  
 

Could not the real but imperfect communion existing between us persuade Church 
leaders and their theologians to engage with me in a patient and fraternal dialogue on 
this subject, a dialogue in which, leaving useless controversies behind, we could listen 
to one another, keeping before us only the will of Christ for his Church and allowing 
ourselves to be deeply moved by his plea ‘that they may all be one ... so that the 
world may believe that you have sent me’ (Jn 17:21)? (nos. 96) 

 
Here Blessed John Paul II called upon separated Christians to offer counsel on how the 
pope can better serve the Church, on how he can serve better the dual ministry of truth and 
unity. 
 To sum up: the nature of the papacy is defined according to its three-fold functions, 
functions it shares will all the bishops – to teach, to sanctify, and to govern.  From the first 
centuries the Church has consistently recognized the supremacy of the office of Peter, 
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though how that office is to serve as the foundation of unity is a matter that can still 
develop.   
 
The Church’s need for the Pope 
This brings us, finally, to a few reasons why the Church could never do without the Pope.  I 
name two: (1) the office of Peter is the only authority capable to perpetuate, that is, to 
preserve, Christian truth across cultures and over time; (2) the office of Peter is the only 
authority capable to preserve unity and so allow for the flowering of genuine liturgical, 
intellectual, and cultural diversity.   

The order of these two ministries is significant.  Take, first, the power to preserve 
truth.  At the outset I realize that for many outside of full Catholic unity, the power of the 
pope can seem like an imposition upon our freedom.  Overwhelmingly, Catholics 
throughout history have not experienced Peter’s office as a burden.  It is, it has been, a 
momentous gift.  Papa, you will recall, is an affectionate term for father, a protector.  The 
greatest need that the Church has is for truth.  Unity, charity, and all the blessings of this 
universal sacrament are founded in the truth revealed by God and made manifest through 
Christ.  On this matter of keeping faith, no other institution has been thinking about 
thinking as long as the magisterium.  Even detractors marvel at its consistency.  This 
constancy, this power to resist fashion has, of course, caused the pope to be both loved and 
hated, above all in those frantic moments in history where metaphysics and morals seem to 
be in flux.  As in our time.  From Benedict’s loving but firm rejection of the celebration of 
“gay” culture to Paul VI’s Humanae Vitae, Catholics nowadays seem constantly to be crashing 
against the world; but this is nothing new.  At one point there were more Arian Christians 
than those who followed the doctrine of Nicaea.      

Next, the pope makes practical the Catholic aspiration for universality without 
demanding uniformity.  For my wife and I this became personally evident when we found 
ourselves in Rome – providentially – just hours after John Paul II’s death.  There we were, 
two young Protestants on the verge of converting, and yet, held back by various emotional 
ties to our past.  At that point, in early 2005, we had been defeated already by Catholic 
arguments.  What remained were doubts about Catholic lives.  Where would our future 
children go to summer camp?  Did Catholics have youth groups? These and a host of other 
questions blocked our way as we tried to imagine raising a family in the Catholic world.  
Then, we arrived in Rome.  So did millions of other Catholics.  Not only were all parts of the 
world represented but the envoys were mostly under twenty-five years old.  If ever there was 
needed a display of the papacy’s power in our time to unite people from every race, Blessed 
John Paul II’s death was it.  After our pilgrimage to Rome, we returned to Oxford where I 
had been studying, and asked to be received.  
 A hundred and fifty years ago, surveying the intellectual anarchy of his time, Newman 
came to the conclusion that men must either choose atheism or the Catholic Church.  Not 
unlike his contemporary Friedrich Nietzsche, Newman saw better than most that twilight 
had dawned.  Western civilization could no longer depend upon the cultural and spiritual 
unity that was the genius of Christendom.  The last men walked the earth, and they were 
holding canes.  Praise of the old virtues of reason, tolerance and compassion still rolled off 
the tongues of European men, but the words now took on sinister meaning.  Can science 
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survive without love of truth?  Can rights be sustained without believing in the image of 
God in man?  History carries its own momentum, and so, like the last days of the Roman 
Empire, there remain even today many who blithely think the West can reject God, mock 
Christ, and disdain natural law and not suffer.  But we need not be so blind.  What the 
Church offers us through the office of Peter are two gifts that can sustain us through even 
these stormy times: the unity that makes possible genuine diversity, and the perpetual 
guarantee of truth.  As from the Catechism: 
 

The mission of the Magisterium is linked to the definitive nature of the covenant 
established by God with his people in Christ.  It is this Magisterium’s task to preserve 
God’s people from deviations and defections and to guarantee them the objective 
possibility of professing the true faith without error.  Thus, the pastoral duty of the 
Magisterium is aimed at seeing to it that the People of God abides in the truth that 
liberates. (CCC 890) 
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