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PRIMACY AND COLLEGIALITY
 IN THE WORKS 

OF JOSEPH RATZINGER

• Richard G. DeClue •

“If the bishop of Rome enjoys any primacy
whatsoever, it is only because the Church

as a whole is primary.”

Whether and how the bishop of Rome possesses primacy has been
the subject of much discussion and heated debate throughout the
centuries. It was a major issue in the events culminating in the
schism of 1054, and it is likewise the central theme of current
Catholic-Orthodox dialogue, which is fueled by the desire to
reestablish full ecclesial communion. The bishop of Rome’s claim to
primacy is also considered one of the foremost—if not the fore-
most—issue dividing Catholics and Protestants. The fact that the
Catholic Church proposes the papal office as an essential element in
the Church’s constitution, while other Christian Churches and
ecclesial communities frequently perceive it as a great obstacle to full
ecclesial union, renders the investigation of papal primacy a matter
of paramount importance. Moreover, the significance of the issue is
enhanced by the presence of theological disputes among Catholic
theologians themselves.

Recognizing the ecumenical importance of the question of
the universal primacy of the bishop of Rome, Pope John Paul II
wrote of the need “to find a way of exercising the primacy which,
while in no way renouncing what is essential to its mission, is
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1Pope John Paul II, Ut unum sint (1995), 95.

nonetheless open to a new situation”1 in his encyclical letter on the
Church’s enduring commitment to ecumenism, Ut unum sint. This
statement resounds as a call to theologians from all sides to investi-
gate the issue more closely in the hopes of achieving such a “new
situation” in which the primacy could be exercised more effectively
as an office of unity and become less of an obstacle to full commu-
nion.

One of the key questions about the papacy leading up to and
flowing from the Second Vatican Council concerns the relationship
between papal primacy and episcopal collegiality. This question is
particularly important for Catholic-Orthodox relations. Clarity
regarding their respective stances is required if there is to be
meaningful dialogue. In this regard, the theological perspective that
the current Roman pontiff brings to his office is of special interest.
While recognizing the distinction between Joseph Ratzinger’s
private work as a theologian and both his previous post as Cardinal
Prefect for the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and his
current role as pope, one can still say that investigation into his
private work is certainly helpful for understanding the vantage point
from which one can expect him to carry out his present duties,
particularly as regards collegiality and ecumenical affairs.

Joseph Ratzinger’s treatment of these issues is immensely
valuable even apart from the fact that he is the current pope. The
breadth of his approach is itself noteworthy. In his vast body of
writings on the pope and the bishops, he demonstrates great
familiarity with scripture and tradition, and, the same time, is also
well aware of contemporary scholarship and engages it effectively. In
addition, he has a tremendous ability to examine particulars in light
of the whole. This habit significantly helps to clarify the issues.
Ratzinger also considers the ecumenical dimensions of the topic, and
he has a real concern for furthering the fruitfulness of Catholic-
Orthodox dialogue. In short, his writings on the papacy and the
episcopate are among the best theological resources available on this
topic. 

For all these reasons, the present article seeks to present—in
summary form—the main lines of Ratzinger’s theology of papal
primacy, episcopal collegiality, and the relationship between them.
This work will unfold in three stages. First, a preliminary investiga-
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tion into Ratzinger’s interpretation of biblical references to Peter and
the apostles will be conducted. Flowing from this, the questions of
apostolic succession and the successor of Peter will be handled from
Ratzinger’s perspective. Within the second part, the theological
import of bishops as successors to the apostles will be examined with
particular emphasis on the collegial character of the episcopate and
the divine right of the episcopal office. Correspondingly, the notion
of the bishop of Rome as the successor of Peter will be explored.
Finally, building upon the first two sections, there will be a more
direct treatment of the relationship between papal primacy and
episcopal collegiality. There, particular emphasis will be placed on
primacy as the center of collegiality, which corresponds to
Ratzinger’s own assessment of the proper ecclesial locus of the
pope’s Petrine ministry.

Since sources spanning multiple decades are consulted, an
occasional mention of both continuity and shifts within Ratzinger’s
thought might be warranted. However, because the present author
perceives more agreement than disparity on this matter throughout
Ratzinger’s theological corpus, little mention of such shifts will be
made here.2

1. Peter and the apostles

Let us proceed with some of Ratzinger’s principal
hermeneutical points surrounding the scriptural significance of the
apostles as a whole and Simon Peter in particular.

Ratzinger suggests that the expression “twelve apostles” is
comprised of two originally distinct terms, each of which possesses
its own significance: 1) “the twelve” and 2) “the apostles.” “The
twelve” is understood in connection with Israel’s hope for “a final
restoration of the twelve tribes.”3 From this perspective, Ratzinger
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trans. Henry Taylor (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2005), 187.

insists that the original function of “the twelve” was simply to be an
eschatological symbol of the restoration of God’s people. “We
deduced from this that the first ‘office’ in the growth of the nascent
Church was to signify the new community”; “these men represent
not only the future bishops and officials but also, indeed primarily,
the ‘new People’ that will be called ‘the Church.’”4 In other words,
their election as twelve signifies the inception of the long-awaited
fulfillment of Old Testament promises made by God to the People
Israel. It is important to point out, however, that, as Maximilian
Heim explains, “In saying this, he is not advocating a Protestant
interpretation, which sees in the Twelve only the universal
priesthood of all believers. . . . Instead, Ratzinger sees in this very
act of choosing the Twelve a foreshadowing of the fact that the
officeholders and the People of God belong together inseparably,
since as the Twelve they are appointed to be patriarchs of the new
People of God, by analogy with the twelve sons of Jacob, the
patriarchs of Israel.”5 Thus, the unity of the People of God, the
new Israel, is accomplished through the hierarchical structure.
The hierarchy represents and effects the unity of the People of
God.

The title “apostles” brings a new dimension to the sign of the
eschatological restoration of God’s People. As those sent forth to all
corners of the world, the significance of “the twelve” is no longer
limited to the Jewish people. The apostles are called to bring
together all peoples into covenant with God and with one another
in Jesus Christ in order to comprise a new Israel that transcends
national and racial boundaries. The task of symbolizing the new
Israel as “the twelve” is thus joined to the apostolic mission, which
was from the beginning a universal mission: “It is their mission to
carry the message of Christ ‘to the end of the earth’ (Acts 1:8), to
go to all nations and to make all men his disciples (Mt 28:19). The
sphere allotted to them is the world. Without any restriction as to
locality, they work for the building up of the body of Christ.”6
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The twelve became the twelve apostles and thereby collectively
shared in a worldwide mission to unite all peoples in Christ.

On this basis, Ratzinger concludes that “the office of apostle
is a universal office”7 in counter-distinction from local offices. As he
insists, “The apostles were not bishops of particular local Churches
but simply ‘apostles’ and were commissioned as such for work in the
whole world and in the whole Church to be built up in the world.”8

Since Paul was not one of “the twelve,” it is curious that in
the context of discussing “the twelve-become-apostles” Ratzinger
uses Paul as a concrete example to demonstrate his position: “Paul
was never the bishop of any particular place and never wanted to
be.”9 However, the fact that Paul is not one of “the twelve”—yet is
nevertheless considered an apostle—implies a distinction between
what it means to be one of “the twelve” and what it means to be an
“apostle” without losing the significance of the fusion of the two
terms in the expression “the twelve apostles.” It also provides an
early illustration of the possibility of someone’s sharing in the
apostolic mission without being one of the original twelve, which is
of undoubted importance for the notion of apostolic succession.

We must keep in mind a few key points from these consider-
ations as we proceed: 1) The twelve apostles represent the People of
God, the new Israel, which the whole Church spread throughout
the world makes visible; 2) the apostolic office is ordered toward the
Church universal and indeed toward the whole world in its mission-
ary activity; and 3) the apostles form a collective group (i.e., “the
twelve”) and therefore each of them must be understood in light of
his relationship to the others.

Now that we have given brief attention to the apostles in
general, we can turn our attention more specifically to the apostle
Peter. Of course, Peter must be understood as one of the twelve.
Whether and how Peter enjoyed primacy among the twelve is the
crucial question that must be addressed here.

The significance of the twelve as an eschatological sign of the
new Israel has already been introduced. In parallel fashion, Ratzinger
asserts that the title “Petrus,” which Jesus gives to Simon, bears
comparable symbolic value. He maintains that “to the eschatological
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sign of ‘the twelve’ is added the sign of the Rock which is likewise
taken from the eschatological symbolism of Israel. From these
resulted, after the resurrection of Christ, the twofold office: the
office of the witnesses and the office of the first witness in which St.
Peter figures in the resurrection accounts and in the lists of the
apostles.”10 Thus, while the twelve symbolize the entire new People
of God collectively, Peter also does so individually.

This relation also holds true for missionary activity. When
the twelve were given the apostolic mandate to witness to the
resurrection, the apostles (including Peter) took on this universal
missionary task collectively, while Peter also assumed it individually
as “the rock.” Ratzinger points to the distinctively Petrine passages
of scripture as evidence to support this interpretation. Peter is listed
first among the apostles, given special attention and authority by
Christ, and plays a pre-eminent role among the twelve throughout
the New Testament.

Ratzinger treats the scriptural evidence for Peter’s primacy
in Called to Communion, where he attributes much theological weight
to the fact that such references pervade the New Testament. He
writes: “It is immediately striking that all the major groups of texts
in the New Testament are acquainted with the subject of Peter,
which is thereby proven to be a topic of universal significance whose
importance cannot be restricted to a particular tradition limited to
one person or place.”11 To demonstrate this universal significance,
Ratzinger points to passages in the Pauline tradition, the Johannine
texts, and the synoptic gospels.12 Only a select number of points
from Ratzinger’s presentation can be handled here.

In 1 Corinthians 15:3–7, Paul reports that the risen Christ
first appeared to “Cephas” (Aramaic for “rock”) and then to the “the
twelve.” According to Ratzinger, the fact that Peter is the first
witness to Jesus’ resurrection is significant, because for Paul to be an
apostle principally means to be a witness to the resurrection. As
further support from the Pauline corpus, Ratzinger employs
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16Ibid., 52–53.

Galatians, where Paul states, “Then after three years I went up to
Jerusalem to confer with Kephas and remained with him for fifteen
days.”13 Later in the letter, Paul writes of his public correction of
Peter regarding his self-distancing from Gentiles when Jewish
Christians were around.14 Thus, even in a text where Paul speaks of
a dispute with Peter, Ratzinger sees evidence of Peter’s importance.
In fact, for Ratzinger, “it is precisely this polemical context that
gives the Letter’s witness to Peter all the greater significance. Paul
goes up to Jerusalem to ‘meet Peter.’ . . . The aim of the visit is
limited precisely to encountering Peter.”15 The implied argument
here is that Paul would not find it necessary to go meet Peter if Peter
himself were not a particularly significant figure. Whether one could
conclude Petrine primacy based on this text alone is, of course,
questionable. While it is actually a weaker reference regarding
Petrine primacy than is 1 Corinthians 15, the value of this text is that
it shows another reference to Peter’s importance in Pauline litera-
ture.

To broaden his appeal to scriptural evidence, Ratzinger
asserts that “alongside Paul, the Johannine strand of tradition also
offers quite unmistakable evidence for the awareness that Peter
enjoyed a position of primacy that came to him from the Lord.”16 As
one example of this, Ratzinger turns to John 21:15–19, where Jesus
gives Peter the threefold command to tend his flock. To show that
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22Ratzinger, Called to Communion, 60.

such an interpretation is not limited to Catholic exegetes, Ratzinger
points out that “no one less than R. Bultmann has stated plainly that
in this text Peter is ‘entrusted with the supreme leadership of the
Church.’”17

Turning to the synoptic gospels, Ratzinger references
multiple passages in which Peter is figured as primary, not only
within “the twelve” but also among the smaller group of the three
pillars: Peter, James, and John.18 He goes on to discuss more deeply
Matthew 16:17–19,19 the Aramaic background of which is, for
Ratzinger, quite apparent. He even uses von Harnack20 and Bult-
mann21 as examples of liberal exegetes who concur with this
conclusion. Highlighting the specifically Aramaic characteristics,
Ratzinger continues: “The introductory phrase ‘blessed are you’ is
Aramaic, as is the unexplained name Barjona, and, furthermore, the
terms ‘gates of the netherworld,’ ‘keys of the kingdom of heaven,’
‘bind and loose,’ ‘on earth and in heaven.’ The play on the word
‘rock’ . . . does not work with complete success in Greek . . . we can
thus hear even through this pun the Aramaic word kepha and
perceive the voice of Jesus himself.”22 The last phrase of this quote
is the key conclusion drawn from the heavily Aramaic quality of the
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passage. For Ratzinger, it reveals Peter’s primacy as directly estab-
lished by Christ, and therefore, of divine right.

From the Catholic perspective, the power of the keys, which
draws upon Isaiah 22:22, is particularly noteworthy in this regard.
Ratzinger makes the following comments about the keys:

As the faithful steward of Jesus’ message, Peter opens the door to
the Kingdom of Heaven; his is the function of the doorkeeper,
who has to judge concerning admission and rejection (cf. Rev
3:7). In this sense, the significance of the reference to the keys
clearly approximates the meaning of binding and loosing. This
latter expression is taken from rabbinic language, where it stands
primarily for the authority to make doctrinal decisions, and on
the other hand, denotes a further disciplinary power, that is, the
right to impose or to lift the ban. The parallelism “on earth and
in heaven’ implies that Peter’s decisions for the Church also have
validity before God—an idea that also occurs in an analogous
sense in the Talmudic literature.23

Thus, Ratzinger argues that Peter’s possession of “the keys” points
to Peter’s doctrinal and juridical authority, an authority given to him
by Christ and confirmed as binding on all the faithful in the sight of
God. It also includes the very grave power of deciding who is
excluded from communion with the Church and who is readmitted
to full communion via the imposition and lifting of the bans
respectively.

We can draw some further conclusions from the power over
the enforcing and the lifting of the ban. The imposition of the ban
or its repeal are subsequent to baptismal incorporation into the
Church, which itself could be administered by officials other than
Peter. Thus, one’s initial incorporation into the Church is not
limited to Peter’s authority. However, incorporation into the
Church entails communion with Peter. Otherwise Peter’s imposition
of the ban would not affect one’s ecclesial membership. In other
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words, if one were not already in communion with Peter, then
excommunication by Peter would be meaningless. The fact that
Peter possesses by divinely given authority the right to determine
whether one is or is not a member of the Church is extremely
important. Even if the powers of binding and loosing are also given
to the apostles as a group, Christ’s endowment of this power to Peter
as an individual is anything but superfluous, especially since he is
given authority not given to the others. As Benedict Viviano states,
“The authority to bind and loose is given to the disciples in [Mt]
18:18, but to Peter alone are accorded the revelation, the role of the
rock of foundation (Eph 2:20), and especially the keys.”24

While Matthew 16 is particularly important, it in no way
stands alone. According to Ratzinger, “We find in each one of the
synoptic gospels independent traditions regarding the same subject,
so that it once again becomes plain to what degree this motive
belongs to the basic form of Christian proclamation and is present in
all the streams of New Testament tradition: among the Jewish
Christians, in Antioch, in Paul’s missionary territory and in
Rome.”25 Peter’s special place within the apostolic college is attested
to throughout the New Testament, and as such, must have been a
firmly established and widely recognized aspect of the Church in the
early Christian consciousness.

2. Apostolic succession and the successor of Peter

We now direct our attention to Ratzinger’s treatment of
apostolic succession and the successor of Peter. We will handle the
notion of bishops as successors to the apostles before we tackle the
more controversial claim that the bishop of Rome is Peter’s
successor.

First, it is both interesting and important to note that for
Ratzinger the “overseers”—in the beginnings of the episcopate—
possessed a local office distinct from the universal office of the
apostles. Both levels were present, but hitherto separate. Thus, in its
origins, the office of bishop was not the same as the apostolic office.
Within this early context, Ratzinger argues that the universal office
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had priority over the local office: “In the initial phase, their [i.e., the
bishops’] position as bearers of responsibility for the local Churches
is clearly subordinate to the catholic authority of the apostles.”26 

In the postapostolic age, however, the bishops took on the
universal office as an addition to their local office: “They now
assumed a responsibility whose scope transcended the local princi-
ple.”27 This newly acquired role of the bishops ensured that the
missionary mandate given to the apostles to preach to all nations did
not end with the death of the last apostle. Thus, bishops now have
concern, not only for their own local Churches, but also for the
Church as a whole spread throughout the world.

To draw out more completely the importance of the
apostolic dimension of the episcopal office, it is helpful to present
some of Ratzinger’s reflections on the term “succession.” For him,
“succession” is closely related to tradition. Ratzinger maintains that
successio and traditio were virtually synonymous terms in the early
Church. In fact, he holds that they “were expressed by the same
word διαδοχη.”28 For Ratzinger, “succession” highlights the
personal dimension of tradition, which “is never a simple anony-
mous passing on of doctrine, but is personal, is the living word,
concretely realized in the faith.”29 From this perspective, tradition is
not merely an external reality standing over and against individual
believers but also a living reality realized in the personal faith of
those who receive it. This point does not deny objective content to
Christian faith, but it does highlight the fact that the faith-tradition
is transmitted in and through the faith of those who first receive and
subsequently hand on the faith. The very term “tradition” means a
handing over, and the personal means of this process is indispensable.
The tradition’s integrity requires more than a subjective reception
and dissemination of the faith, to be sure, but tradition as such can
never be conceived apart from the very subjects from whom, to
whom, and ultimately for whom it is handed on.

In dialectical fashion, Ratzinger supplements his insistence on
the personal dimension of tradition with a consideration of its



     Primacy and Collegiality in the Works of Joseph Ratzinger      653

30Ibid., 47.
31Ibid., 49.
32Ibid.
33Ibid., 50.

objective dimension. After all, the handing on of tradition must have
an objective quality that persists in the process of passing on the faith
in order to remain the self-same faith received from the apostles. To
this extent, the person charged with the propagation of the faith
must subject himself to the faith received in the tradition. Only in
this way can it be the faith (i.e., of the apostles and the Church).
Ratzinger asserts this point when he says, “Succession is not a taking
over of official powers, which then are at the disposal of their
possessor, but is rather a dedication to the word, an office of bearing
witness to the treasure with which one has been entrusted. The
office is superior to its holder, so that he is entirely overshadowed by
that which he has received; he is . . . only a voice which renders the
word articulate in the world.”30 To put it another way, authentic
“handing over” of the faith, which we call the living tradition, is
properly accomplished only by a prior and perpetual handing over
of oneself to the very faith that is to be handed over as it has been
received in the tradition. Phrased more simply: one hands over the
faith tradition authentically only by being handed over to it.
Exercised in accordance with the tradition, the episcopal office
constitutes an objective way of handing on the faith in and through
the personal subject of the officeholder.

Quite interestingly, Ratzinger contends, “Christians had
already formulated the principle of successio-traditio before they yet
understood the New Testament as “Scripture.’”31 In the apostolic
and early Church period, the Old Testament was the scripture,
“While the gospel of Christ is precisely ‘Spirit,’ which teaches
understanding of the Scripture.”32 The relationship between
scripture and tradition is explained further when Ratzinger says,
“This Scripture [i.e., the Old Testament] needed a canon, that is, a
rule of interpretation, in accordance with the New Christian
Covenant. This the Church found in tradition, guaranteed by
succession.”33 Ratzinger carefully points out, however, that succession
and tradition were not considered parallel to scripture but were
emphasized by the early Church to combat the gnostics. For the
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Church, tradition (B"D"*@F4l or διαδοχη) did not mean “exhaus-
tive doctrines of apostolic origin,” but “the connection of the living
faith with the authority of the Church, embodied in the episcopal
succession.”34

From this perspective, the bishop establishes a personal,
living connection with the apostolic faith, and therefore, is a
guarantor and protector of the tradition. The bishop is connected
with his predecessors and through them with the apostles. It is
through communion with the bishop that members of the Church
are brought into living continuity with the tradition and the
apostolic faith that it perpetuates throughout the centuries. Thus, the
episcopal office is at once an objective and personal means of
maintaining diachronic and synchronic unity within the Church. For
Ratzinger, then, “apostolic succession means first of all . . . guaran-
teeing the continuity and the unity of the faith—in a continuity we
call sacramental.”35 Apostolic succession in the episcopal office is
indispensable for the orthodoxy of the faith. Aidan Nichols summa-
rizes Ratzinger’s point as follows: “Ratzinger enquires, how, unless
obedience to the apostolic ministry is an intrinsic feature of the
Church, we are to determine what counts . . . as ‘pure’ teaching and
‘right’ sacraments.”36 Thus, apostolic succession is needed as a
trustworthy guide to the faith, especially in times of great dispute
over one matter or another.

The bishop as an apostolic successor must be explained
further. When it is said that bishops are successors to the apostles,
this does not mean that this bishop is the successor of that apostle.
Rather, as Ratzinger explains, “The bishop himself did not succeed
to a determined apostle, but to the apostolic group, with and
through the episcopal college.”37
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A question of consistency arises in relation to this last point
when compared with Ratzinger’s distinction between apostolic and
non-apostolic sees. Apostolic sees are “those sees where apostles had
once worked or which had received apostolic letters. In other words
not every see was apostolic, but only that limited number which
stood in a unique and special relationship to the apostles.”38 In
making this distinction, he does not deny that all bishops are
successors to the apostles. However, he does make the daring claim
that “the majority of bishops, those not in apostolic sees, succeed
only by a circuitous route, i.e., through an apostolic see. . . . They
are legitimately apostolic only because they are in communion with
an apostolic see.”39 On the one hand, he argues that the weight of a
see is dependent on the fact that a particular apostle either worked
there or presented a letter to it and that the bishop of this see
therefore has a more direct apostolic succession and correspondingly
more ecclesial weight. On the other hand, he argues that a bishop does
not succeed to a particular apostle. Following this point, one would
have to conclude that the bishop of an apostolic see is not the successor
of the apostle with whom the apostolic see is associated. But that seems
to be exactly what Ratzinger implies by the notion of direct versus
indirect apostolic succession. This discrepancy raises interesting
questions that must be left for another study, which could have further
ramifications for understanding communion between various sees.

We now turn to the implications of apostolic succession for
the episcopal office. Just as it was asserted earlier that the apostles
constitute a collective group with which they are always related as
individuals, so too, bishops must be understood in relation to the
college of which they are members. Ratzinger expresses this
succinctly as follows: “Since the office of the apostles is collegial and
the bishops are the successors of the apostles, the bishops are also
collegial insofar as their collegium has taken the place of the collegium
of the apostles. And just as each apostle had his function by belong-
ing to the others who together with him formed the apostolic
community, so each bishop has his office only by belonging to the
collegium which is the post-apostolic continuation of the apostles.”40
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Ultimately, this means that no bishop is a bishop without
reference to the college of bishops as a whole; no bishop can stand
in isolation from the other bishops. Furthermore, because of the
universal dimension of the apostolic office mentioned earlier, a
bishop—as a successor to that universal office—cannot content
himself with being concerned with his own local Church alone; he
must also have concern for the worldwide Church as a whole, which
he cares for in conjunction with the other bishops with whom he
forms the episcopal college. Additionally, as Aidan Nichols explains,
“A bishop’s job is to preserve his community within the greater
unity of the whole Church.”41 Furthermore, episcopal collegiality
encompasses a reality beyond the present time; it includes diachronic
communion in addition to synchronic communion. As Ratzinger
explains, “The bishop is not the bishop alone but only in the
Catholic community of those who were bishops before him, are
bishops with him, and will be bishops after him.”42

From this vantage point, one can see certain implications that
the relationship between the local and universal dimensions of the
episcopal office has for the relationship between the local Church
and the universal Church. Ratzinger makes the connection as
follows: “One is a bishop, not as an individual, but in belonging to
a body, to a college, which for its part signifies the historical
continuity of the collegium apostolorum. To that extent, the office of
bishop arises from the one Church and leads into her. . . . The
bishop, within the local Church, represents the one Church and he
builds up the one Church by building up the local Church and
rousing her particular gifts for the benefit of the body as a whole.”43

Quite the opposite of expressing absolute self-sufficiency and radical
autonomy on the part of local bishops, collegiality, declares
Ratzinger, “serves to represent the inner unity of the episcopal
office.”44

We have already drawn the conclusion that the bishops
constitute a college precisely as the successors of the apostles, who
themselves constituted a collective group. Now another significant
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aspect to the episcopal office can be affirmed in the light of apostolic
succession. Since Christ himself established the apostolic office, that
office exists by divine will and not merely by human invention.
Similarly then, as successors to the apostles, the bishops “are
‘instituted by the Holy Ghost’ and they are ‘of divine right.’”45 The
existence of the episcopal office is not dissolvable by any human
authority. It remains a permanent fixture of the Church as an
element instituted according to the will of Christ. Just as Jesus built
his Church on the rock of Peter, so too, did he provide her with an
episcopal office as a means for promoting ecclesial unity on both the
local and universal levels.

Now that we have explored some ecclesiological implications
of the apostolic succession of bishops, we can direct our attention to
the more controversial notion of the bishop of Rome as the
successor of Peter. It is useful to begin with a qualification. As
Ratzinger points out, “The pope is not apostle, but bishop; he is not
Peter, but pope; he is not placed in the original order, but in that of
succession.”46 The distinction made here between apostle and bishop
may lie in their different relationships to the resurrection. As
mentioned earlier, for Paul to be an apostle is primarily to be a
witness to the resurrection as one who encountered the resurrected
Lord personally. Bishops, on the other hand, witness to the resurrec-
tion by handing on the apostolic witness, which they themselves did
not directly experience.

As we proceed with this topic, some objections to the papal
claim to Petrine succession may be raised. Even if one admits Peter’s
primacy is a biblical fact (as previously outlined), the question still
remains whether there is such a thing as Petrine succession. Ratzing-
er himself admits, “There is no explicit statement regarding Petrine
succession in the New Testament.”47 Furthermore, Ratzinger has
already declared that a particular bishop is not to be considered the
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successor of a specific apostle.48 How, then, can he make the claim
that this bishop, the bishop of Rome, is the successor to that apostle,
Peter?

In response to the first objection that there is no biblical
evidence of Petrine succession, Ratzinger replies that the lack of
direct scriptural evidence “is not surprising, since neither the Gospels
nor the chief Pauline epistles address the problem of the post-
apostolic Church.”49 Elsewhere, Ratzinger argues even more boldly:
“The Roman primacy, or, rather, the acknowledgement of Rome
as the criterion of the right apostolic faith, is older than the canon of
the New Testament.”50 To those who would regard such an appeal
to extra-biblical tradition as weak argumentation, Ratzinger insists,
“Scripture became Scripture through tradition.”51 He argues further
that this tradition not only attests to Petrine succession, it also
depends on it: “The formative development of tradition and of the
Church supposed the continuation of Peter’s authority in Rome as
an intrinsic condition.”52

It could be argued, however, that this last point makes the
argument circular. If the authenticity of tradition is based upon
Petrine authority, then an appeal to said tradition for the purpose of
establishing Petrine authority is itself an appeal to Petrine authority.
Yet, this approach is not surprising if one recalls that for Ratzinger
succession and tradition are two aspects of the same reality. From
this vantage point, the circularity is avoided, because he is not
appealing to one to support the other so much as showing how they
are intrinsically linked realities that cannot be separated. If one
accepts tradition, one must accept succession and vice versa. For
him, this includes Petrine succession.

What sort of evidence exists in the tradition in support of the
bishop of Rome understood as the successor of Peter? Once again
we see Ratzinger employ the distinction between apostolic and non-
apostolic sees. He claims that patristic sources verify his assertion:
“These [apostolic sees] were centers of apostolic witness, with which
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all other sees had to align themselves. Tertullian, for example,
expresses this very clearly when he refers each area to its respective
apostolic see. . . . Irenaeus too envisages the Church as covered with
a network of apostolic sees, among which the See of Peter and Paul
possesses unequivocal pre-eminence as the criterion of the
succession-tradition.”53 Additionally, he appeals to Eusebius of
Caesarea’s Ecclesiastical History: “It [i.e., the Ecclesiastical History] was
to be a written record of the continuity of apostolic succession,
which was concentrated in three Petrine sees—Rome, Antioch, and
Alexandria—among which Rome, as the site of Peter’s martyrdom,
was in turn preeminent and truly normative.”54 He concludes that
“Rome was the standard of the authentic apostolic tradition as a
whole.”55 Ratzinger explains this another way as follows: “Among
the apostolic sees, there is in turn the apostolic see, Rome, which
bears approximately the same relation to the other apostolic sees as
they do to those which are not directly apostolic. Thus, Rome is the
final, proper, and self-sufficient criterion of Catholicity.”56

Nevertheless, the second objection has not been entirely
answered. If none of the other particular apostles is succeeded by a
particular bishop, then why is it said that Peter is succeeded by a
particular bishop? The basis for the answer lies in the scriptural
evidence about Peter and the twelve already discussed. Just as the
apostles as a whole need successors to preserve their office, so too
Peter needs a successor. The office of Peter’s successor exists, not
because of human volition, but “because the Lord himself established
beside and together with the office of ‘the twelve,’ also the special
office of the Rock.”57

Interestingly enough, however, Ratzinger admits that the use
of “primacy” and “successor of Peter” as terms describing Rome and
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its bishop developed slowly. Furthermore, the term “primacy” was
not originally limited to Rome. “The word ‘primatus’ . . . to my
knowledge appears in connection with the Roman see for the first
time in Canon 6 of the Council of Nicea, where, however, it
characteristically occurs in the plural and describes not only the
function of Rome, but at the same time that of Alexandria and
Antioch.”58 As already mentioned, however, according to the early
fathers, such as Ignatius of Antioch and Tertullian, Rome enjoyed
a special place among these three. They all had a connection to
Peter, but as the place of Peter’s martyrdom (along with Paul’s
martyrdom) Rome enjoyed particular apostolic weight. In addition
to this, Ratzinger thinks that “in the fourth and fifth centuries
there was consensus about the fact that Rome itself had kept free
from heresy, that it was the place of an unaffected, guaranteed
tradition and therefore could be called upon in special measure as
authenticator of right faith, as a measuring stick of undistorted
tradition.”59

While the connection with Peter is undoubtedly a major part
of Rome’s claims to primacy, it is interesting that the term “succes-
sor of Peter” was not employed in the beginning. As Ratzinger says,
“It is well-known that this primacy was not initially based on the fact
that the Roman bishop was the successor of the apostle Peter. . . .
This idea, which emerged for the first time at the beginning of the
third century and gradually gained clearer shape in the course of the
fourth in Rome, was (by way of example) yet unknown to St.
Augustine.”60 Nevertheless, Rome’s apostolic primacy had always
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been related in some way to Peter and still enjoyed a certain primacy
even without the explicit use of the term “successor of Peter.” In
other words, Ratzinger does not regard this development as
inconsistent with the earlier tradition.

Having thus presented Ratzinger’s basic arguments for
Petrine primacy of the Roman bishop, we may ask what sort of
primacy this ultimately entails and how it relates to the episcopal
college in carrying out its office of “the rock.”

3. Papal primacy and episcopal collegiality

We come now to the climactic portion of the article, which
treats the relationship between papal primacy and episcopal collegial-
ity. Some argue that the renewed focus on episcopal collegiality in
recent decades negates papal primacy as traditionally understood in
the West. Ratzinger, on the other hand, argues that collegiality
qualifies, but does not eradicate, papal primacy. What is more, he
thinks collegiality uncovers papal primacy’s “central theological
significance” and may even “make it more understandable to our
Orthodox brethren.”61

In order to avoid any over-exaggerations about the papal
office, Ratzinger states that “the primacy cannot be patterned on the
model of an absolute monarchy as if the pope were the unrestricted
monarch of a centrally constituted, supernatural State called
Church.”62 Rather, its proper place resides in “the official center of
the collegiality of bishops.”63 Maximilian Heim explains the basis for
this understanding in Ratzinger’s thought as follows: “Just as Peter
belongs to the company of the apostles and at the same time assumes
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a special role within it, so too the successor of Peter in the communio
of the college of bishops.”64

In this view, the episcopate and the primacy are intrinsically
linked with one another; there cannot be one without the other. As
for the bishops, “Only communion with Rome gives them Catho-
licity and that fullness of apostolicity without which they would not
be true bishops. Without union with Rome one cannot be in the
Catholica”; “on the other hand, the episcopal see of Rome itself does
not stand in isolation, devoid of relationships. It creates their
Catholicity for other sees, but precisely for this reason it also needs
Catholicity.”65 This complement to episcopal dependency on Rome
is at its zenith when Ratzinger says, “Rome needs their Catholic
testimony, the testimony of real fullness, in order to remain true,”
for without this, “Rome would negate its own meaning. A pope
who would excommunicate the entire episcopate could never exist,
for a Church which had become only Roman would no longer be
Catholic.”66

How exactly does the bishop of Rome relate to collegiality?
First of all, the pope is the bishop of a local Church alongside other
bishops of local Churches. In that capacity, he necessarily stands
alongside them as one of the members of the episcopal college. Yet,
as Ratzinger points out, “The office of Peter’s successor is a special
instance of the office of bishop and is directed in a particular way
toward responsibility for the whole Church.”67 Just as the office of
“the rock” was instituted alongside the office of “the twelve,” so too
does the pope bear in an individual way a universal office alongside
the episcopal college that bears a universal mission collectively.

In fact, the pope’s primary role is to unite the college of
bishops so that they remain united even as they are spread through-
out the world. Every bishop that is in communion with the pope is
thereby in communion with all the other bishops that are in
communion with Rome. Ratzinger believes that “the same idea lies
behind the famous saying of St. Iranaeus concerning the potentior
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principalitas of Rome, with which all other Churches must agree.”68

The basic function of the bishop of Rome, then, is to attest to the
ecclesial communion of the other bishops. He affirms whether or not
a bishop is, in fact, in communion with the whole Church.

The need for the Churches to agree with Rome refers to the
need for each Church to maintain orthodoxy, that is, the apostolic
faith. Thus, when the bishop of Rome attests to the communion of
other bishops, he is also testifying to the authenticity of their faith.
As such, he has an obligation to ensure that their teaching remains
faithful to the apostolic tradition and to the Gospel. This task can be
seen in primordial form in the Last Supper account in Luke’s gospel.
There, Jesus says to Peter, “I have prayed that your own faith may not
fail; and once you have turned back, you must strengthen your
brothers.”69 Who are Peter’s brethren if not the other apostles? The
faith of Peter must strengthen the faith of the others. Likewise, the
pope must strengthen the faith of the other bishops.

Ratzinger treats this necessity in Episcopate and the Primacy
when he sets out what must be accepted by Catholics regarding the
papal office. He presents the affirmations about the papal office in
summary form as follows:

First, it is the certain teaching of the Church that the pope has
immediate, ordinary, truly episcopal power of jurisdiction over
the whole Church. The [First] Vatican Council calls the primacy
of the pope the apostolic primacy, and the Roman See the
apostolic see. Thus in the realm of doctrine the pope, in his
official capacity, is infallible, his ex cathedra decisions being
irreformably ex sese and not in virtue of the Church’s subsequent
confirmation. So far as communio is concerned, the other pillar of
the Church, it follows that only he who is in communion with
the pope lives in the true communio of the body of the Lord, i.e.,
in the true Church.”70

Even the doctrine of papal infallibility is meant to be a source of
unity in the Church. It belongs to the pope’s office to secure the
orthodoxy of the faith, which necessarily requires the ability to teach
definitively on matters that pertain to the faith so that the Churches
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spread throughout the world may be able to profess the same faith
in the midst of doubts raised about one point or another.

Thus, the primacy of the bishop of Rome is at the service of
the Church as a whole; its purpose is to protect and promote the
catholicity of each local Church. The inner reason for papal primacy
is for the good of the Church as a whole. If the bishop of Rome
enjoys any primacy whatsoever, it is only because the Church as a
whole is primary. From this perspective Ratzinger highlights the
need for the primacy to be “seen from the viewpoint of the primacy
of the real mission of the Church and is at all times a part of that and
is subordinated to it: . . . the task of bringing God to men and men
to God.”71 The office is carried out appropriately only if it considers
its primacy as a service to ecclesial unity through faithfulness to the
apostolic tradition.

Furthermore, in order to carry out this mission properly, the
pope must remain in solidarity with the other offices. He has a role
of primacy, but he is not the only one with rights and divinely given
responsibility. Thus, his power is limited by the rights of other
offices. Ratzinger cites another source to express certain limits to the
pope’s authority. He lists seven key statements as follows: 

1. The pope cannot arrogate to himself the episcopal rights, nor
substitute his power for that of the bishops;
2. the episcopal jurisdiction has not been absorbed in the papal
jurisdiction; 
3. the pope was not given the entire fullness of the bishops’
powers by the decrees of the [First] Vatican Council; 
4. he has not virtually taken the place of each individual bishop;
5. he cannot put himself in the place of a bishop in each single
instance, vis-à-vis governments; 
6. the bishops have not become instruments of the pope;
7. they are not officials of a foreign sovereign in their relations
with their own governments.72

Ratzinger readily admits the difficulty in maintaining a balanced
view of papal primacy in relation to episcopal collegiality. In looking
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at De R. Pontificis et episcoporum jurisdictione, Ratzinger notes in this
connection that “once again there are two series of statements
confronting each other and not easily brought into a simple unity.
Only as they stand can they approximately express the whole, no less
complicated, in reality. To borrow the expression of Heribert
Schauf, the Church is not like a circle, with a single center, but like
an ellipse with two foci, primacy and episcopate.”73

Here, however, a question arises. If the primacy is like one
foci in relation to another foci, the episcopal college, does this not
place the primacy outside of the college as a complementary reality
rather than within it as its “center”? Does not the analogy of the
“two foci” conflict with the notion of “the center of collegiality”?74

There is a definite tension here. Yet, one must admit that holding
the two analogies simultaneously does correspond to the quote given
earlier wherein Ratzinger states that “the Lord himself established
beside and together with the office of ‘the twelve,’ also the special
office of the Rock.”75 “Beside” corresponds to the “two foci”
analogy, while “together with” corresponds to the expression
“center of collegiality.”

Taken individually or together, both these notions show
that, for Ratzinger, papal primacy does not signify the negation of
episcopal collegiality at all. It works alongside collegiality dialecti-
cally and within it as a center of unity. Again, this mirrors the
twofold nature of Peter himself, who was both one of “the twelve”
and in parallel fashion, “the rock.”

For Ratzinger, a balanced relationship is required of the pope
not only in relation to the episcopal college taken collectively, but
also in relation to the local Churches as such. On the one hand,
“The office of the Petrine succession breaks open a structure based
merely on the local Church; the successor of Peter is not merely the
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local Bishop of Rome; rather, he is bishop for the whole Church,
and in the whole Church.”76 On the other hand, “The Petrine
office, again, would not be rightly understood, and would become
ossified as a monstrous exceptional case, if we were to load onto the
person occupying that office sole responsibility for enforcing the
universal dimension of the apostolic succession.”77 Ratzinger admits
that other offices and ministries must exist in the Church that also
possess a universal mission. “The pope is dependent upon these
ministries, and they on him, and, in the existence side by side of the
two kinds of mission, the symphony of Church life comes to
fulfillment.”78 Ratzinger takes the point even further when he says,
“The primacy of the successor of Peter is there to guarantee the
presence of these essential components of Church life and to bring
them into an ordered relationship with the structures of the local
Church.”79 From these considerations, one can see that the pope’s
main purpose is to secure the presence and existence of other offices
and to mediate between them so that they work together in
harmony. Again, we see that the primacy does not exist for its own
sake, but for the sake of the unity-in-diversity of the Church as a
whole.

There is, however, always the possibility that in certain cases
the relationship between primacy and episcopal collegiality will not
be properly respected. For this relationship “is realized through men
and is the mold, ever open to human violation, of the divine data
and commands.”80 There is a particular danger of this in relation to
administrative functions.

Ratzinger believes that one of the greatest causes of division
between the Christian East and West was the unfortunate confusion
and mixture of three distinct functions enjoyed by the pope. As
Ratzinger says, “the bishop of Rome in fact unites three offices in
his person; he is: 1) bishop of the diocese of Rome (and Metropoli-
tan of the Roman province of the Church); 2) Patriarch of the Latin
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Church;81 3) holder of the office of the Rock established by the
Lord.”82

The following quote is particularly useful for highlighting the
difference between patriarchal and apostolic primacy and the damage
done when such a distinction is not maintained:

It is clear that the duality, set up by the earliest theology of
succession with its emphasis on apostolic sees, has nothing to do
with the later patriarchal theory. Confusion between the
primitive claim of the apostolic see and the administrative claim
of the patriarchal city characterizes the tragic beginning of
conflict between Constantinople and Rome. The theory of
patriarchal constitution, which especially since the council of
Chalcedon, has been held up against the Roman claim and
which has tried to force the latter into its own mold, mistakes the
whole character of the Roman claim, which is based on an
entirely different principle. The patriarchal principle is post-
Constantinian, its instinct administrative, its application thus
closely tied up with political and geographic data. The Roman
claim, by contrast, must be understood in the light of the
originally theological notion of the apostolic sees. The more
New Rome . . . obscured the old idea of the apostolic see in
favor of the patriarchal concept, the more Old Rome emphasized
the completely different origin and nature of its authority. . . .
The overshadowing of the old theological notion of the apostolic
see . . . by the theory of five patriarchs must be understood as the
real harm done in the quarrel between East and West.83
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were to remain, then one could still clarify the same issues in other terms, perhaps
simply speaking of the administrative role of the pope vis-à-vis the patriarchs (not

For him, confusion emerged as a result of the mixing of the
patriarchal office with the apostolic office as Peter’s successor. The
patriarchal office is an administrative office exercised over a given
region.84 According to Ratzinger, the office of patriarch is of
ecclesial right, not divine right. In this regard, Rome is a patriarchate
that has administrative jurisdiction over the Latin West. However,
Antioch and Alexandria enjoy the same type of patriarchal jurisdic-
tion in their respective areas. This leads Ratzinger to conclude:
“Thus, on this level, the Bishop of Rome stands not over, but next
to Alexandria and Antioch, or if he is also first here, then still first
among equals.”85

The distinction Ratzinger makes between the two forms of
primacy (apostolic and patriarchal) could prove invaluable to the
process of ecumenical dialogue. Ratzinger himself attests to this fact
when he writes: “It becomes additionally clear that an extensive
patriarchal ‘autonomy’ is compatible with the true essence of
primacy, and perhaps the Eastern Churches would hardly need to
change anything in terms of concrete juridical structure.”86

The last two quotes certainly provide a significant starting
point for enhancing Catholic-Orthodox relations. Yet, a tremendous
amount of work still remains to be done in order to delineate
precisely the bishop of Rome’s administrative (patriarchal) jurisdic-
tion relative to the Eastern patriarchs. Distinguishing the apostolic
and patriarchal87 roles is quite difficult in the concrete. This is
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other patriarchs). Determining which option is preferable lies beyond the scope of
this article.

88The First Vatican Council, Pastor Aeternus (1870) in The Christian Faith in the
Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic Church, ed. Jacques Dupuis, S.J., 7th ed., rev. and
exp. (New York: Alba House, 2001), no. 826.

especially true considering the First Vatican Council’s clear affirma-
tion that the apostolic role of Peter’s successor does grant the Roman
Pontiff immediate jurisdiction “not only in matters that pertain to
faith and morals, but also in matters that pertain to the discipline and
government of the Church throughout the whole world.”88 From
the Catholic side, then, one cannot deny the pope’s ability to act in
a juridical manner in Eastern Churches when necessary. This is based
upon his supreme apostolic authority over the whole Church.
Nevertheless, one could provide a more detailed theological
presentation on the kinds of circumstances that would be required
to render such juridical interjection morally justifiable. In doing so,
one would be employing the sound principle of subsidiarity, which
is certainly compatible with the nature of papal primacy. This
process would also involve providing a more specific explication of
the relative patriarchal autonomy that the Eastern patriarchs enjoy.
This would help ease the minds of Eastern patriarchs, who worry
about undue intervention from Rome, as well as provide future
popes with a useful tool that could help them to discern more readily
when to intervene and when to allow the other patriarchs to exercise
their proper role.

In conclusion, we have seen that Ratzinger’s understanding
of the relationship between papal primacy and episcopal collegiality
is rooted in his interpretation of the New Testament texts concern-
ing Peter’s special importance vis-à-vis the apostles as a whole. He
maintains that this relationship persists through the centuries in the
successors of both the office of “the rock” and the office of “the
twelve,” that is, through the pope and the bishops respectively. Since
both these offices are of divine right, neither can replace the other.
The two must exist together in order to guarantee the unity-in-
diversity that is the hallmark of ecclesial communion. In order to
clarify the relationship between the pope and the other bishops and
patriarchs, the distinction between the “apostolic” authority (which
principally—although not exclusively—pertains to matters of the
faith on a universal level) and “patriarchal” authority (which is
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essentially administrative and regional) must be firmly articulated and
maintained. Such a distinction may be advantageous for relations
between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches.

We have thus come full circle in our discussion insofar as we
have now touched upon the possible value Ratzinger’s thought has
for ecumenical dialogue with the Orthodox Church, which was one
of the chief points of interest justifying this study. However, if this
thought is to contribute to ecumenical progress in a significant way,
the theoretical treatment of these issues must be applied to concrete
ecclesial structures and practices. The task of clearly defining and
implementing the bishop of Rome’s administrative competency
relative to the Eastern patriarchs is massive and complex indeed. But
the enormity of the task should not prevent sincere attempts to
accomplishing it. The possible benefits are too great to be ignored.   G
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