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Rationale 
 
This elective unit teaches specialist knowledge and skills in systematic theology by focusing on 
the Catholic Church's self-understanding. The unit is an appropriate focus for study in the 
Graduate Diploma in Theology, because of the necessity of the church as the matrix of Christian 
faith for which the academic discipline of systematic theology is exercised. This unit provides a 
general study of the major issues in a contemporary ecclesiology in the light of the authentic 
teaching and ecclesial event of the Second Vatican Council. The unit is relevant for study of the 
church’s self understanding at depth. 
 
Relation to the Program 
 
A general study of the church’s self-understanding is both one with other elective units in 
systematic theology and is integral to them. How the church understands itself is both dependent 
upon and formative of theological reflection in all its various dimensions. In accordance with 
the goals of the program particular doctrines and themes are studied with a view to presenting 
those doctrines and themes in a systematic and coherent way. 
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Aims 
 
The unit aims to develop student learning in an understanding of the church and its ministry that 
is— 

• in continuity with the church’s understanding of its being founded in Jesus Christ and 
the Spirit of God as a communion of persons in history 

• in accord with the authentic teaching of the Catholic Church, particularly as this is 
developed and articulated by the Second Vatican Council 

• relevant to the contemporary world 
Further, the unit aims to enable students to study the church in a systematic way so as to provide 
them with an introduction to a comprehensive Roman Catholic ecclesiology. 
 
 

Learning Outcomes 
At the end of this unit the student should be able to: 
1. Identify various contemporary theological methods for the ecclesial self-understanding; 

2. Analyse the theological issues that impact on a contemporary Catholic ecclesiology, for 
example, the theological principals at the foundation of the ecumenical imperative of the 
church’s nature, the theological relationship between the church and the world, and the 
theological nature of the church’s authority in the world; 

3. Critically examine and explain the theological foundations of the church and various 
theological models for understanding the church, for example as it is understood in the 
Christian Creed as one, holy, catholic and apostolic; 

4. Articulate the relationship between the theological notions of communion and mission 
for understanding the church; 

5. Examine the origins and significance of the church’s structures of ministry for the 
church’s contemporary context. 

 
 
Content  
 

Week 1:  Introduction: Studying the Church Today 
This lecture focuses on the question, how is the church today? At issue is an 
opening to an awareness of the church’s self understanding in its contemporary 
context. 

Week 2:  Lecture: Vatican II and the Church’s Self-Understanding 
Critical to the authentic ecclesial self-understanding of the Roman Catholic 
Church is the even and the documents of the Second Vatican Council. The council 
is situated in the modern historical context.  

Week 3:  Lecture: The Imperative for Unity in the Church  
The church names itself as one and so unified. However, historically this is not the 
case: how does the church justify this stance theologically? 

Week 4:  Scriptural Foundations of the Church – Taken in common with Anglican and 
Uniting Church units in ecclesiology 
This is the first of three occasions when the three ecclesiology units of the BCT 
come together for a joint session. This lecture/discussion looks at the relationship 
between each church’s use of the scriptures for their self-understanding. 

Week 5:  Lecture: The Marks of the Church: One, Holy, Catholic & Apostolic 
The marks of the church, taken from the common Christian creed, are the 
traditional theological notions for ecclesial self-understanding. This lecture offers 
an introduction to the meaning of these marks in their history and significance 
today. 
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Week 6:  Lecture: The Catholicity of the Church 
This lecture examines the theological history of catholicity and meaning for the 
church today. It deals particularly with the critical issue of the local-universal 
church relationship. 

Week 7: Lecture: The Church as Apostolic 
This lecture examines the theological history of apostolicity and meaning for the 
church today. It deals particularly with the authority of the church in the world 

Week 8:  “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry” - Taken in common with Anglican and Uniting 
Church units in ecclesiology 
The BEM document was a landmark achievement of the modern ecumenical 
movement and provides the foundation for this lecture/discussion between the 
three student groups. It looks particularly at the various church responses to the 
document. 

Week 9:  Lecture: The Ministry of the Ordained 
This lecture examines the integral nature of the church ordained ministry with 
particular reference to ordained ministry. It offers a foundational response to the 
nature and purpose of the church’s ministry in today’s church. 

Week 10:  Lecture: Lay Ministry: In the Church and In the World 
The issue of lay ministry is critical for the self-understanding of the contemporary 
Catholic Church. Its emergence in the wake of Vatican II has changed the face of 
the church. The nature and purpose of this form of ministry is examined in this 
lecture.  

Week 11: Lecture: The Church is Holy 
The holiness of the church is one of its four marks and it is examined in this 
lecture understood in terms of the notion of spirituality.  

Week 12: Lecture: The Worship of the Church 
Worship of God is the first response by people in recognition that they have 
experienced God. The essential ecclesial nature of Christian worship is examined 
in this lecture.  

Week 13: The Church is a Mission - Taken in common with Anglican and Uniting Church 
units in ecclesiology 
The lecture/discussion of this final week deals with theological notion of mission 
and how the three church’s of BCT understand this concept and its relationship to 
the church’s self-understanding. 

 
Organisation and Teaching Strategies  
 
This unit of study consists principally in readings, discussions, and lectures. Two hours per 
week is allotted for lectures on specific topics of study in the unit. Every three weeks, i.e., four 
times during the semester, postgraduate students will gather with the lecturer in dedicated 
discussion groups on the particular readings allotted to them that are sequential with the topics 
of study in the unit, but different from the undergraduate readings. The readings and discussions 
are related to the assessment topics of the unit. 
The first week of the unit is set aside as a basic orientation to the entire unit of study. The focus 
of this orientation is to come to a common understanding of the content and procedure of the 
unit. It also opens up the group to an understanding of the cotemporary issues that impact on 
what it is to be the church. Each subsequent week of the semester has two periods set aside as 
lecture time.  
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Assessment  
 
 Type of assessment No of 

words 
Weighting 

% 
Due date Learning 

Outcomes 
covered 

1 Essay 1 
The first essay engages with the shift 
in the church’s self-understanding and 
is assessed in regard to the following 
objective:  
� identify various contemporary 

theological methods for the 
ecclesial self-understanding. 

1500 – 
1800 
words 

25% Week 4  

2. Essay 2 
The second essay engages with the 
nature and foundations of the church 
and is assessed in regard to the 
following objectives: 
� analyse the theological issues that 

impact on a contemporary 
Catholic ecclesiology, for 
example, the theological 
principals at the foundation of the 
ecumenical imperative of the 
church’s nature, the theological 
relationship between the church 
and the world, and the theological 
nature of the church’s authority in 
the world 

critically examine and explain the 
theological foundations of the church 
and various theological models for 
understanding the church, for example 
as it is understood in the Christian 
Creed as one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic. 

1500 – 
1800 
words 

25% Week 8  

3. Essay 3 
The third essay engages with the 
nature and structure of ministry in the 
church and is assessed in regard to the 
following objective: 
� examine the origins and 

significance of the church’s 
structures of ministry for the 
church’s contemporary context. 

1500 – 
1800 
words 

25% Week 11  

4. Essay 4 
The fourth essay due at the conclusion 
of the unit engages with church as a 
communion and its missionary nature 
and is assessed in regard to the 
following objective: 
� articulate the relationship between 

the theological notions of 
communion and mission for 
understanding the church 

 

1500 – 
1800 
words 

25% Assessment 
Week 
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Generic Attributes 
 

• The ability to define and analyse problems. 
• The ability to apply critical reasoning to issues through independent thought and 

informed judgement. 
• The ability to collect, analyse and organise information and ideas and to convey those 

ideas clearly and fluently, in both written and spoken forms. 
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