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LMOST SINCE the day it was issued, Humanae vitae (HV) has been
the signum cui contradicetur which Pope Paul VI anticipated it
might become. The encyclical met with an opposition and dissent stronger
and more public than any papal statement within memory, and the
controversy that ensued quickly excited profound and even violent emo-
tions and reactions.

If emotions are somewhat calmer today and a certain peace, or at least
truce, now rules over the Church’s pastoral practice, opinions have not
ceased to be divided on the subject and authority of the encyclical. A
recent survey claims that nearly 77% of Catholic wives were practicing
birth control in 1975, 94% of whom were using methods condemned by
the Church.! It is reported elsewhere that only 29% of the lower clergy
believe that artificial contraception is morally wrong, and that only 26%
would deny absolution to those who practice it.> A major study by the
National Opinion Research Center concluded two years ago that HV was
the chief factor responsible for the decline in religious practice among
Roman Catholics, and its principal investigator was moved to remark:
“I have no doubts that historians of the future will judge Humanae Vitae
to be one of the worst mistakes in the history of Catholic Christianity.”

On the other hand, the condemnation of artificial contraception re-
mains official Catholic teaching and the principles on which it is based
have either been repeated or presupposed in a series of official statements
from Rome since 1968. Furthermore, besides attempting to provide a
theological rationale for the encyclical’s conclusion, defenders of HV
claim to be able to point to a series of recent developments in which they
see a fulfilment of the consequences which Pope Paul himself had
foreseen would attend upon a rejection of his teaching. They refer to
increasingly frequent interventions by governments in support of popu-
lation control by illicit means, to the dehumanization of sexuality in

! The figures are taken from a report in the New York Times, Sept. 26, 1977, p. 18, on
the conclusions of a study conducted by the Office of Population Research at Princeton
University and published in the September/October 1977 issue of Family Planning Per-
spectives.

? Andrew M. Greeley et al., Catholic Schools in a Declining Church (Kansas City: Sheed
& Ward, 1976) 153.

® The conclusions of the study are reported in the volume just cited; Greeley’s comment
is on p. 321.
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pornography and other dark sides of the “sexual revolution,” and to the
growing departure, even among Catholics, from traditional Christian
standards with regard to abortion, homosexuality, premarital and extra-
marital sex, etc. They wonder whether any more justification is needed
for the validity and central significance of Pope Paul’s insistence on the
necessary connection between sexuality and procreation.

Apart from arguments about its substance, HV remains at the center
of the continuing controversies about the subject, nature, and role of
magisterial authority in the Church. For both sides in this debate, the
encyclical represents something of a test case. It seems that the majority
of theologians continue to defend the legitimacy of dissent from HV; but
there is a strong and officially-favored opposing view, many of whose
proponents view that dissent as at least in principle largely responsible
for what they see as the collapse of the Roman Catholic doctrinal and
moral consensus, and a few of whom are not reluctant to revive the
memory of the sterner and cleaner days of Pius XII when pope and
bishops had the courage of their convictions.’

It is not my intention to review the enormous body of literature to
which HV has given rise in the last ten years.® I propose simply to address
two questions that remain central to the controversy: the authority of
the encyclical and of the tradition behind it, and then the character and
quality of the internal argument employed in HV. I confess that I find
myself with those who disagree with its teachings, and I seek not so much
to win converts as to provide some explanation of the grounds on which
such dissent is built.

AUTHORITY OF HUMANAE VITAE

From the time when HV was presented to the press, it has commonly
been acknowledged that the encyclical itself did not represent an infallible
exercise of the papal teaching-office.” It has been considered rather an

*For an example see Thomas Dubay, “The State of Moral Theology: A Critical Ap-
praisal,” T'S 35 (1974) 482-506.

5 See George A. Kelly, “An Uncertain Church: The New Catholic Problem,” Critic 35,
no. 1 (Fall 1976) 14-26; Vincent P. Miceli, “A Forgotten Encyclical,” Homiletic and Pastoral
Review 76 (June 1976) 19-28.

% A recent bibliography, which does not claim to be comprehensive, covers pp. xiv-lix in
Joseph A. Selling, The Reaction to Humanae vitae: A Study in Special and Fundamental
Theology (Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Katholieke Universitei te Leuven, Faculty of
Theology, 1977).

" While many bishops and theologians attached great weight to the teaching in HV,
claims that the encyclical itself was infallible were very rare; the most recent one, by
Edward J. Berbusse, “Infallibility in the Ordinary Teaching of the Supreme Pontiff,”
Homiletic and Pastoral Review 76 (July 1976) 26-32, 50-56, builds upon a view of the
authority of the ordinary papal magisterium that has no official and very little theological
support.
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exercise of what has come to be known as the magisterium authenticum
ordinarium. It is called “ordinary” because it involves the day-to-day
task of communicating and defending the faith, as distinguished from
those solemn and extraordinary occasions on which the pope speaks ex
cathedra. Although, at least in the common view of theologians, this
exercise of the papal teaching-office is not infallible, it is said to be
“authoritative,” in the sense that it belongs to an office established by
Christ, promised the assistance of the Holy Spirit, and so possessing the
right to require the assent and obedience of Catholics.® The literature
provoked by HV has included a rather large body of material on this
“ordinary” and “authoritative” teaching-role. I will review it under two
headings: the historical development of the ordinary papal magisterium
and some recent theological reconsiderations of the classical view of its
nature and role.

Ordinary Papal Magisterium

Historical investigation of the nature and role of the magisterium in
the Church is only just beginning;® and we do not yet have a study of the
development of the notion of the ordinary magisterium of the pope. The
first official use of the phrase magisterium ordinarium occurs in Pius
IX’s Tuas libenter (1863; DS 2879). Its meaning was unfamiliar enough
to require clarification by the relatores at Vatican I, who explained that
both in the “Munich Brief” and in the proposed text of Dei Filius, it

8 Here and elsewhere I have always translated authenticus as “authoritative” and not as
“authentic,” because the latter word in English often connotes genuineness, accuracy,
fidelity, none of which are directly intended in the Latin word. In justification of my version,
see the use of the word authenticus to mean “officially promulgated” in the medieval
canonists (for an example, see Brian Tierney, “‘Only Truth Has Authority’: The Problem
of ‘Reception’ in the Decretists and in Johannes de Turrecremata,” in Law, Church, and
Society: Essays in Honor of Stephan Kuttner, ed. K. Pennington and R. Somerville
[University of Pennsylvania, 1977] 90), the debate at Trent on the authentia of the Vulgate
(E. F. Sutcliffe, “The Council of Trent on the authentia of the Vulgate,” JTS 49 [1948]
35-42), Pius XII's explanation of the point “eiusmodi authentia non primario nomine critica,
sed iuridica potius vocatur” ( Divino afflante Spiritu [DS 3825]), and the two clarifications
recently given in official documents: Lumen gentium 25 explains “doctores authentici” to
mean “auctoritate Christi praediti,” and Mysterium ecclesiae 2 interprets “authentice” to
mean “auctoritate Christi . . . participata.”

® A basis for such an investigation is provided in Yves Congar, “Pour une histoire
sémantique du terme ‘magisterium,’” RSPT 60 (1976) 85-98, and “Bref historique des
formes du ‘magistére’ et de ses relations avec les docteurs,” ibid. 99-112. T. Howland Sanks
(Authority in the Church: A Study in Changing Paradigms {Missoula: Scholar’s Press,
1974]) studies the teaching about the magisterium at the Gregorian University over the last
century. Albert Descamp’s judgment (“Théologie et magistere,” ETL 52 [1976] 85) still
holds: “In theory, the basis for a new reflection of the magisterium-theology relationship
would, of course, be historical study of the subject. But the results of this study are still
uncertain and, in any case, quite fragmentary.”
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referred, not to the papal teaching-role, but to the magisterium of the
world-wide episcopate.'* Magisterium ordinarium does not seem to have
been used officially of the papal teaching-role until Humani generis
(1950)."

This is not to say, of course, that the “ordinary” teaching-role of the
pope was not acknowledged before the phrase was used of him. In fact,
most theologians today would regard the vast majority of papal magis-
terial interventions in the Church’s history as falling under this category.
This judgment itself reflects a clarity of distinction made possible by
Vatican I's careful restriction of papal infallibility to ex cathedra state-
ments; things were not always seen so clearly before that. And it is
remarkable how little attention was given at the beginning of the nine-
teenth century to what we call the “ordinary magisterium,” intermediate
between ex cathedra teachings and merely “private” papal teaching.'?

The increased attention to the ordinary papal magisterium accompa-
nied an extraordinary increase in its exercise. Since 1740, when Benedict
XIV began the series, 235 papal encyclicals have been issued, 199 of them
since Gregory XVI, 49 by Leo XIII, 30 by Pius XI, and 41 by Pius XIL.!®
And encyclicals, of course, are not the only instruments of the ordinary
papal magisterium. The last edition of Denzinger’s Enchiridion devotes
nearly one third of its pages to the 150 years between Gregory XVI and
John XXIII; all but two of the documents reprinted are from Roman
sources, and of these only three are commonly considered infallible.

The frequency of these interventions was matched by the range of
topics they covered and by the authority that was gradually claimed for
them. Pius XII is said to have given nearly a thousand major addresses
during his reign—an average of almost one a week—and they came close
to covering the very generous extension of the magisterium’s competence
that pope claimed: “human activity, insofar as religious and moral issues
are at stake.”™ These ordinary, “noninfallible” interventions, moreover,

10 See M. Caudron, “Magistére ordinaire et infaillibilité pontificale d’aprés la constitution
‘Dei Filius,” in De doctrina Concilii Vaticani Primi (Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 1969)
122-60, and P. Nau, “Le magistére pontifical ordinaire au premier Concile du Vatican,”
ibid. 161-220.

! See A. Peiffer, Die Enzykliken und ihr formaler Wert fur die dogmatische Methode:
Ein Beitrag zur theologischen Erkenntnislehre (Freiburg: Universitdtsverlag, 1968) 100.

2 For example, in the first edition of his manual, J. Perrone devoted only one brief
footnote to what we call the “ordinary magisterium” of the pope ( Praelectiones theologicae
8/1 [Rome: Typis Collegii Urbani, 1841] 516).

137 take these figures from Peiffer (Die Enzykliken 55) but update them to include all of
Paul VI's encyclicals, including HV, the last one he has issued.

14 R. Leiber (“Pius XII, Pope,” NCE 11, 417) provided the number of Pius XII's addresses;
the quotation is from Vous Nous avez (AAS 48 [1956] 715), where the Pope was summa-
rizing what he had already taught in Si diligis (AAS 46 [1954] 313-17) and in Magnificate
dominum (AAS 46 [1954] 666-77).
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benefited from the aura which Vatican I's definitions of papal primacy
and infallibility had helped to create; and it was not uncommon for the
careful limits within which the Council had confined its definitions to be
forgotten or overlooked. A few theologians began to advance the view
that the pope’s ordinary magisterium was another locus of infallibility in
the Church;® but even where this view was not shared, ordinary papal
teachings were considered to ground a Wahrheitsbiirgschaft, a morally
certain guarantee that they were true.'

Two other elements in this development should be noted. The first is
the tendency of the ordinary papal magisterium to overshadow the
magisterial role of the local bishop and of the universal episcopate. The
pope became the “ordinary” teacher of the universal Church in the
noncanonical sense of that adjective. Congar has noted that Denzinger’s
Enchiridion took hardly any note of local or regional episcopal state-
ments, much less of statements by individual bishops.'” The effect was to
make the pope appear to be the single great teacher in the Church, and
the bishops to be the administrators or executors of his doctrinal deter-
minations.'®

But secondly, especially since Leo XIII, the popes increasingly con-
cerned themselves not simply with settling disputes or judging in contro-
versies, but also with actively promoting theological developments. One
thinks of Aeterni Patris, Satis cognitum, Providentissimus Deus, Spiri-
tus Paraclitus, Casti connubii, Mystici corporis, Divino afflante Spiritu,
Mediator Dei, Humani generis, not to mention the great social encycli-
cals. In these and similar documents, the popes did not speak simply as
“judges,” but as “teachers” also, even as “theologians.” They were
engaging in the work of theology, and they promoted it in certain quite
specific directions. These documents, as is well known, were usually
composed by favored theological advisers and, at times, by theologians
who had been involved in controversies about the very matters which
became subjects of papal interventions. But because these documents

> The discussion of the view as advanced by Vacant, Salaverri, Fenton, and Nau is
reviewed in Peiffer, Die Enzykliken 72-100. The thesis has been revived, but without
reference to the earlier debate, by Berbusse (n. 7 above) and seems to be taken for granted
by Miceli (“A Forgotten Encyclical” 26) and by Joseph Costanzo (“Academic Dissent: An
Original Ecclesiology. A Review Article,” Thomist 34 [1970] 652). None of these authors,
however, is very careful in his use of the phrase “ordinary magisterium.”

'8 See Peiffer, Die Enzykliken 140-42, 164-66, 183-87.

" Yves Congar, “Du bon usage de ‘Denzinger,’” in Situation et taches présentes de la
théologie (Paris: Cerf, 1967) 126: “More and more one gets the impression that the whole
magisterium of the Church is concentrated in its head and is only expressed through him.”

'8 See, for recent examples, Joseph Costanzo, “Papal Magisterium and ‘Humanae vitae,””
Thought 44 (1969) 380; or Theodore Hall, “Magisterium and Morality,” Homiletic and
Pastoral Review 77 (June 1977) 8-19, (July 1977) 24-32, 45-49.
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were issued in the name of the pope, they could not be treated as the
works of theologians might be; they gained thereby a superior authority
and thus, so theologians were told, could not be criticized for the quality
or rigor of their argumentation. The result was to introduce official papal
authority into the course of theological development at stages where once
issues were considered to be the object of free theological debate. The
effect was all the more unfortunate when the composers of the papal
documents were drawn principally from a single “school” and when the
documents themselves did not display that simplicity or caution which
Innocent III had chosen when he spoke more apostolico.”

The apogee of these developments was reached during the pontificate
of Pius XII, and in Humani generis he made an authoritative statement
about the authority of papal encyclicals:

Nor should it be thought that what is propounded in encyclicals does not of
itself (per se) demand assent, since the pontiffs do not exercise the supreme
power of their magisterium in them. For these things are taught by the ordinary
magisterium, to which that word also applies, “He who hears you, hears me”’; and
quite often what is propounded and inculcated in encyclicals already belongs to
Catholic doctrine on other grounds. But if the supreme pontiffs purposely pass
judgment on a matter until then under dispute, it is clear to all that the matter,
according to the mind and will of the same pontiffs, can no longer be considered
a subject of free discussion among theologians.”

Pius XII repeated or applied this teaching several times in the years that
followed, particularly stressing its implications for the role of theologians
in the Church.!

In Lumen gentium 25, the Second Vatican Council included a section
on the ordinary magisterium of the pope, a passage which was to play a
central role in the debates that followed the issuance of HV. The text

read:

This religious submission of will and mind is to be given in a special way to the
authoritative magisterium of the Roman pontiff even when he is not speaking ex
cathedra, in such a way that his supreme magisterium is respectfully acknowl-
edged and sincere assent is given to judgments made by him, according to his
manifest mind and will which is made known principally either by the character
of the documents, by the frequent proposal of a teaching, or by his manner of

teaching.

1% “Haec ergo tibi scholastico more respondemus. Sed si oporteat nos more apostolico
respondere, simplicius quidem sed cautius respondemus” (PL 216, 1178). See Descamp’s
brief remarks, “Théologie et magistére” 89-90, 107.

2 Pius XII, Humani generis (AAS 42 [1950] 568; DS 3885).

*! Besides the documents cited in n. 14, see Sedes sapientiae (AAS 48 [1956] 354-65);
there is a critical study in M. Seckler, “Die Theologie als kirchliche Wissenschaft nach Pius
XII. und Paul V1.,” TQ 149 (1969) 209-34.
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This passage is clear enough, but, as with many other statements of
the Council, a full appreciation of it requires attention to its elaboration
and its context.Z The final text omits two sections proposed in the initial
Schema de ecclesia, one of which had described the usual organs of the
ordinary papal magisterium, while the other had reproduced Pius XII's
prohibition of public debate of matters on which a pope had passed
judgment. An effort to have the latter restored to the text was unsuc-
cessful, and for a resolution of questions about scholarly dissent and the
freedom of theological inquiry the bishops were directed to consult the
standard expositions in the manuals.®*

The Council’s description of this teaching-role must also be placed
against the backdrop of the entire ecclesiology of Lumen gentium. The
Council made a major effort to overcome the primarily juridical frame-
work within which much recent Roman Catholic ecclesiology had been
developed and which had predominated in the first Schema, and also to
balance what Vatican I had asserted about the papacy by its own teaching
on the role of the episcopate. Both efforts resulted in a certain shift in
emphasis. Before discussing the nature and role of hierarchical authority
in the Church, the Council had placed chapters on “the Mystery of the
Church” and on “the People of God”; and the latter included a clear
statement on the infallibility of the whole believing community.?® The
papal magisterium itself was discussed within the larger framework of
the teaching-role of the bishops. Their magisterial authority, singly and
collectively, was strongly asserted, and the effort was made to strike a
balance between the unique role of the pope in the episcopal college and
a view of the rolé¢ of bishops that sees them as something more than mere
“vicars of the Roman pontiffs.”%

The new balance sought was in large part realized and seen to have
been realized in the very event that was the Council. For the first time in
anyone’s experience, the highest teaching authority in the Church was
being exercised collegially and not simply by the pope. The Council did
not fail to confirm all that Vatican I had asserted about the unique role

2 See J. A. Komonchak, “Ordinary Papal Magisterium and Religious Assent,” in Con-
traception: Authority and Dissent, ed. C. E. Curran (New York: Herder and Herder, 1969)
101-5.

8 Acta synodalia sacrosancti Concilii Oecumenici Vaticani II 1/4 (Typis Polyglottis
Vaticanis, 1971) 49-50.

4 The request to have Pius XII’s directive restored was made by five bishops and is
found in the Acta synodalia 2/1 (Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1971) 320. The reference to
the auctores probati is found in the expensio modorum in Acta synodalia 3/8 (Typis
Polyglottis Vaticanis, 1976) 88.

* Lumen gentium 12; the shift in emphasis can be perceived by comparing this text to
the discussion of the subject in two passages in the initial Schema de ecclesia, Acta

synodalia 1/4, 47 and 63.
* See Lumen gentium 27.
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and power of the pope in the Church, nor did it mean to deny the papal
primacy in what it said about episcopal collegiality. But, in fact, the
Church saw and experienced something new in the process of the Coun-
cil’s deliberations, and the rough process by which the Council texts were
hammered out over four years brought vividly before the Catholic con-
sciousness a different image of how the supreme magisterial authority
might be exercised. It may be doubted whether the response to HV would
have been as strong or as widespread had the Church not so recently had
the experience of the Council.”’

Neither the publication of HV nor the reactions it provoked among so
many Catholics are fully intelligible without a knowledge of the historical
developments briefly described above. The encyclical was issued on the
basis of a view of the ordinary teaching-role of the pope that had been
elaborated over the last hundred years. But the framework within which
that view had been articulated and exercised had been severely criticized
at the Second Vatican Council, which itself had demonstrated a different
model of magisterial authority. Moreover, a theological reconsideration
of the magisterium had begun even before HV was issued, and the
publication of the encyclical only accelerated and sharpened its devel-
opment. Some of the main lines of the critique that was instituted must
now be reviewed.

Recent Developments in Theology of Magisterium

The most basic issue, of course, is the relationship between the mag-
isterium and the whole Church. The classical view conceives of this
relationship as a “descending” or “participatory” movement. Christ en-
trusts the depositum fidei to the apostles and their successors; these
“possess” it and it is they who transmit it to the faithful, whose role is
the primarily passive one of receiving it from them in obedience.” This
paradigm places the pope and bishops (the ecclesia docens) between
Christ or the Spirit and the faithful (the ecclesia discens).

An alternate and more adequate model inserts the magisterium of the
pope and bishops within the whole body of believers, to whom Christ is

7 A major reason for the malaise provoked by the encyclical comes from the fact that,
as it happened, one man decided alone. This was resented in the Church the more strongly
because the Council and the proclamation of episcopal collegiality were such recent events.
During the four years of the Council, after all, one saw all the bishops participating in the
elaboration of the doctrinal documents which would engage the authority of the Church;
and, besides, the circulating of inquiries and reflections, of requests and debates, spread
through the whole body of the Church, which, as a whole, was truly interested in them. It
then appeared very surprising that a single man decided alone a point so difficult and
delicate, which so closely touched the personal lives of the Catholic faithful” (B. Sesboué,
“Autorité du magistere et vie de foi ecclésiale,” NRT 93 [1971] 360).

2 This is a simple paraphrase of Pius XII, Vous Nous avez (AAS 48 [1956] 713-14).
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immediately present in his Spirit of grace and truth. The magisterium
exists and has authority within the Church by divine institution, and so
it is not a derivation from the community in a modern democratic sense.
But it exists and functions within the Church and not above it, and its
insertion in the life of the Church is a constitutive principle of its
authority and an indispensable presupposition of its effective exercise.

This shift in paradigms entails a shift also in the manner of conceiving
the relationship between the magisterium and the other “bearers” of
revelation and grace.”® On the classical model, these are all filtered
through the magisterium, which is conceived as the regula veritatis
proxima et universaiis in distinction from the Scriptures and tradition,
which are the “remote” rule of faith because they need authoritative
interpretation by the “living magisterium.”® In Humani generis Pius XII
gave a particularly clear expression of this view. The magisterium is “the
proximate and universal norm of truth because to it Christ the Lord has
entrusted the whole deposit of faith—the Scriptures and divine ‘tradi-
tion’—for safeguarding, defense, and interpretation.” Theologians are
strongly urged to go to the inexhaustible sources of revelation; “for it is
their role to point out how what the living magisterium teaches is found,
explicitly or implicitly, in the Scriptures and in the divine ‘tradition.’”
But, since it is the unique task of the magisterium “to illumine and
enucleate what is contained in the deposit of faith only obscurely and
implicitly,” it would be a false method to attempt “to explain what is
clear by what is obscure.” Instead, “the noblest task of theology is to
show how a doctrine defined by the Church is contained in the sources
... in that very sense in which it has been defined by the Church.”*

As Bernard Sesboué has pointed out,? this theological method is a
one-way street, from the magisterium to the “sources” of revelation but
not back again. The magisterium illumines the Scriptures and tradition,
but the obscure cannot throw light on the clear. When, in the extreme,
the magisterium is thought to be sibi fons veritatis,>® the constitutive

* “Bearers” is a term borrowed from sociology to refer to institutional, personal, social,
cultural “carriers” or “mediators” of meaning. The notion is used effectively (though with
a more restricted reference than I give it) in Mysterium salutis: Grundriss heilsgeschicht-
licher Dogmatik: Die Grundlagen heilsgeschichtlicher Dogmatik 1 (Einsiedeln: Benziger,
1965) 534-604.

% Yves Congar studies the development of this view in Tradition and Traditions: An
Historical and a Theological Essay (New York: Macmillan, 1966) 196-209.

3 Pius XII, Humani generis (AAS 42 [1950] 567-69; DS 3884, 3886).

% «Autorité du magistére” 342.

3 «The Church, by God’s charge the interpreter and guardian of the Scriptures, the
depositary of the sacred tradition living within it, is itself, under the tutelage and guidance
of the Holy Spirit, a source of truth for itself (sibi fons est veritatis)” (Pius XII, Animus
noster, AAS 45 [1953] 685).
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authority of the Scriptures and tradition is threatened,® and the regula-
tive function of the apostolic faith is in danger of being absorbed into or
overshadowed by that of the bearers of the apostolic office.*

The ecumenical sterility of this view hardly needs to be pointed out,*
but this view does not even adequately describe the concrete manner in
which the Christian message is borne from one generation to another.
For, in fact, this is accomplished through the interworking of a whole
complex of “bearers” of authority: the Scriptures, the tradition, the
magisterium, the sensus fidei, holy living, the liturgy, theological scholar-
ship, etc. All of these are community realities, and it is only within the
community of faith which they all mediate and realize that any one of
them—including both the Scriptures and the magisterium—works effec-
tively or is accepted as an authority. They are interrelated organically
and not hierarchically, and the Church’s ever-growing apprehension of
the meaning of Christ’s revelation derives from the distinctive and co-
operative contributions of them all. No one of them is more “remote” or
more “proximate” than the others; they “mediate” one another, in the
sense that they all provide the intelligible and vital context outside of
which no single one of them can exist or function properly. None of the
great exclusive claims, then, adequately describes the concrete function-
ing of “authority” in the Church: not the sola Scriptura, not the soli
magisterio, not the lex orandi, not the sensus fidelium. Authority in the
Church, like the community of faith itself, is circumamicta varietate.>

It is possible to misunderstand or even to caricature this view,” as if it

% “One can hardly deny that the point of view which sees only Scripture as what is
unclear, but the teaching office as what is clear, is a very limited one and that to reduce the
task of theology to the proof of the presence of the statements of the teaching office in the
sources is to threaten the primacy of the sources which (were one to continue logically in
this direction) would ultimately destroy the serving character of the teaching office” (J.
Ratzinger, “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation,” in Commentary on the Docu-
ments of Vatican II, ed. H. Vorgrimler, 3 [New York: Herder and Herder, 1969] 197).

3% On the movement from the quod to the quo, see Congar, Tradition and Traditions
176.

% G. Ebeling saw in the exclusive and determining role assigned by Pius XII to the
magisterium alone “the exact antithesis of ‘Sola Scriptura’” (The Word of God and
Tradition: Historical Studies Interpreting the Divisions of Christianity [Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1968] 251).

% On this see the helpful remarks of Yves Congar, “Norms of Christian Allegiance and
Identity in the History of the Church,” in Trutk and Certainty (Concilium 83, ed. E.
Schillebeeckx and B. van lersel; New York: Herder and Herder, 1973) 24-25. Many
hermeneutical and criteriological questions must be asked about each of these “bearers,” of
course, but a good deal of reflection still needs to be done with regard to their interrelation-
ship and to the conditions for their effective collaboration; and I do not myself think that
will get very far without making use of the resources of modern social theory.

%1 think the view is misunderstood by J. R. Quinn, “The Magisterium and the Field of
Theology,” Origins 7 (Nov. 17, 1977) 341-43; I think it is caricatured in J. Costanzo, “Papal
Magisterium” 402-3.
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reduced the process of doctrinal discernment in the Church to an undif-
ferentiated free-for-all. But the fuller view widely recommended today
need not espouse undifferentiation. It can build upon a recognition that
the diverse bearers of the Christian message have distinct roles and
manners of fulfilling them. The Scriptures have their authority, and the
tradition has its. The magisterium does not have their constitutive role
nor does it benefit from the charisms of revelation or inspiration on which
their authority is founded; but it is promised the assistance of the Holy
Spirit for its role of communicating, defending, and interpreting the
revelation of Christ. The sensus fidei includes all of these but is in turn
mediated by their contributions. The liturgy celebrates and realizes the
central mystery around which all focus, and holy men and women make
the gospel’s meaning and value effective in daily living. Difficulties arise
when any one of the bearers is isolated out from among all and given a
unique regulative role over the rest. Once again sapientis est ordinare,
which need not mean, of course, sub-ordinare.>

A further implication of the paradigm shift we are considering concerns
the role of the pope: as the magisterium must be seen to function within
the whole body of the Church, so the papal role must be seen to operate
within the whole body of the episcopate. On the level with which I am
concerned here, this is less a matter of choosing among the complex
theories that attempt to explain the relationship between primacy and
collegiality than it is of choosing between two governing images. As the
papal magisterial role became more frequent and more insistent, we
became accustomed to assigning paradigmatic significance to the figure
of the lonely pontiff agonizing over controverted issues in the privacy of
his chambered conscience.*’ In exaggerated presentations (which have
not been all that rare), this image abstracts the pope not only from among
the faithful but also from the episcopal college: “docet et non docetur,
confirmat et non confirmatur.”*! The effective power of this image was,

* A basis for this view may be found in Dei verbum 10, in the statements that “the
magisterium is not above the Word of God but serves it” and that “by God’s most wise
counsel, sacred tradition, sacred Scripture, and the magisterium of the Church are so linked
and associated with one another that one of them cannot stand without the others and
that, working together, each in its own way, under the action of the Holy Spirit, they all
contribute effectively to the salvation of souls.”

“ For example, “The lack of unanimity of opinion among the scientists, theologians,
laity, bishops and experts from the Papal Birth Control Commission clearly shows the
prudent and providential act of Pope Paul VI in taking away the birth control issue from
the Fathers of the Second Vatican Council and reserving it for himself to decide” (F. Bak,
“Bernard Haring and ‘Humanae vitae,”” Antonianum 49 [1974] 237).

“ The quotation is from an address by Bishop d’Avanzo at the First Vatican Council
(Mansi 52, 764); a more recent example may be found in Costanzo, “Papal Magisterium”
380: “Two dogmatic professions emerge: one, the plenary, supreme teaching authority of
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of course, immensely aided by the fact that Vatican | was not able to
complete the integral ecclesology it had intended and also by some of
the misunderstandings to which its famous "ex sese non autem ex
consensu ecclesiag’ so eadily givesrise.

It would seem that in the normal case at least, the paradigm should be
drawn rather from the manner in which ecumenical councils proceed (or
should proceed). There open and free debate, the pitting of argument
againg argument, compromise and conciliation, head towards a final
decison about which there can be at least the moral unanimity of all
involved. In that process the issues at sake are openly debated; inade-
quate or preudicial expressons are challenged and unconvincing argu-
ments exposed and refuted; and if the process does not result in a
generally acceptable determination or formulation, the matter is left
unsettled. Such a process can create the conditions for the reception of
its determinations, for the open consensus thus arrived at in the process
grounds a reasonable expectation that the whole Church will be able to
recognize its faith and its life in the resolutions reached. | am not here
proposing that ecumenical councils become more frequent phenomenain
the Church (though that suggestion has been urged), but that the give-
and-take of conciliar debate in fact more closely describesthe process by
which the Church comes to apprehend more clearly what the gospe
means and requiresthan doesthe in any case somewhat mythical figure
of the single pope (or single bishop) resolving complex and controverted
issues by himsdf.

To regard doctrinal discernment as a process is, further, to locate it
firmly in higory. Doctrinal development is not an absract matter of
deductions from first principles, natural or revealed. It is a complex
historical process by which, in a given period, in response to particular
problems and questions, and with the spiritual, intellectual, conceptual,
and linguistic resources available, the Church attempts to understand
and apply the gospd and succeedsmore or lessadequately. Theresolution
of controverted issues is not the smple process which a propodtional
view of revelation and a deductivigtic ideal of theological method make
it appear to be. It is a process that heads for undersanding, judgment,
decison, expression; and hisory demonstrates what perhaps might have

the Roman Pontiff in matters of faith and morals whether solemnly exercised infallibly ex
cathedra or otherwise officially expressed rests wholly and exclusively upon the mandate
entrusted by Christ to Peter and his successors as Hisvicarsupon earth. It isindependent,
unconditioned by any dependency upon the approval or consent of others within the
Church. Second, the authenticity and authority of the magisterial functions of a bishop or
severalty of bishops is whally contingent upon union and agreement with the Roman
Pontiff." Neither of these two " professons’ can be derived from Vatican |, much lessfrom
Vatican I1.



