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PREFACE

f
As I reflect upon the journey I have traveled in writing this 

thesis, many thoughts flood my mind. I have experienced many 

frustrations amid the joys. I had committed myself to this project, 

sometimes at the near expense of forgetting my friends. I seemed to 

thirst at times for more information. The research pulled me further 

and I found my narrow topic became even more focused. Because of 

this, I realize that my finished paper is not at all what my first ideas 

were. I think this is one of the benefits reaped: knowing that I 

faced this task with an open mind and allowed the research to guide

me.
In my discussions with various people, I have learned that the 

topic of teaching authority in the Church draws many emotions: 

frustration, anger, indifference, force. Indeed, this is an area of 

grave importance which affects all people in the Church. A logical 

extension of this paper would be the relationship of pastoral 

ministers with theologians and bishops. Unfortunately, this study 

will have to wait.

The process of writing this thesis was long and challenging. My 

♦ own views and beliefs were questioned, and I still have not
processed all the information. Yet I realize now the importance of 

merely raising the questions.
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INTRODUCTION

There are different gifts but the same Spirit; there are 
different ministries but the same Lord; there are different 
works but the same God who accomplishes all of them in 
everyone. To each person the manifestation of the Spirit is 
given for the common good. . . .

. . . The body is one and has many members, but all the 
members, many though they are, are one body; and so it is 
with Christ. It was in one Spirit that all of us .. . were baptized 
into one body. All of us have been given to drink of the one 
Spirit. Now the body is not one member, it is many. . . . Even 
those members of the body which seem less important are in 
fact indispensable.

1 Corinthians 12: 4-7, 12-14, 22

This well-known scripture passage speaks of the diversity

which exists within the community of God. Each member is granted 

special gifts to be used for the good of the community. The Church is 

the body of Christ in which all people participate according to the 

gifts granted them by the Spirit. One person’s functions in the well

being of the Church are not any less important than another’s 

contributions.

Sometimes in the Church today, the variety of charisms given 

to the entire People of God become graded on a scale of importance. 

For instance, the role of bishops is often elevated above and beyond 

the service performed by religious education instructors in local 
parishes, yet both functions are indispensable in the ecclesial 

community. This is not to suggest that some people by virtue of



2

their charisms are not given more responsibilities than others. Yet 

care must be taken to respect the gifts all people have to offer.

By and large, there is a concern in the Church to reinforce the 

importance of participation in the one Body of Christ. At times and 

in some areas, however, an attitude of domination seems to be 

prevalent. The ecclesiology of the Church before Vatican II 

illustrates a vertical system based on power: a pyramid which 

emphasized empowerment of the hierarchy primarily from above. 

Vatican II attempted to change this model and return to the early 

Christian perception of a community out of which leaders are chosen. 

Even so, the tendency to equate authority with power remains.
The shift in self-consciousness is important in understanding 

the concept of teaching authority in the Church. Until the late middle 

ages, theologians as well as bishops had been recognized as having a 

teaching office in the Church. As the ecclesial understanding of 

authority became more centralized and less community-oriented, the 

role of theologians increasingly became one of submission to 

ecclesiastical authorities.

Has the distinction of roles been muddied through the years? 

There currently seems to be confusion in the understanding of the 

roles of theologians in relationship to bishops in the teaching 

authority (the magisterium) of the Church. As a result, conflict has 

taken its place alongside collaboration. To understand why, it is first 

necessary to review the changes which have occurred.

Karl Rahner has stated: “The history of the doctrine concerning 

the magisterium is in the concrete almost identical with the history



of the self-understanding of the Church itself.”1 In keeping with this 

perception, this paper will trace the changing ecclesial self

understanding concerning authority from the High Middle Ages 

through the present time. Undoubtedly it will prove insightful as it 

delves into the meaning of magisterium, which in the present day is 

associated exclusively with the bishops.

To achieve this goal, the study is divided into three chapters. 

The first chapter takes an historical overview of the development of 

the notions of magisterium and infallibility from the Middle Ages 
until Vatican II. The second chapter studies select documents of the 

Second Vatican Council to examine how authority was understood 

and redefined at that period in the Church’s tradition. The last 

chapter looks at the tensions and conflicts which have arisen since 

the Council by examining three post-conciliar documents addressing 

such points of debate.

In focusing on the interaction between theologians and bishops, 

this paper will attempt to provide a greater respect for the functions 

of both. It is realized that not everything has been said about this 

topic; to try to do so would be inane. Yet becoming aware of the 

tensions which exist allows for questions to be asked and hopefully 

in turn will lead to greater dialogue.

t

3

1 Karl Rahner, ed.. Sacramentum Mundi: An Encyclopedia of Theology, 
1969 ed., s.v. “Magisterium.”



CHAPTER I

THE PRE-VATICAN II DEVELOPMENT OF THE NOTIONS OF 
MAGISTERIUM AND INFALLIBILITY

"Magisterium," in classical Latin, simply means the authority 

and role of a "magister," or teacher (master).1 There was a broad 

understanding of this term throughout the Middle Ages until about 

1830, during the pontificate of Gregory XVI, when the modern 

understanding of magisterium was defined.2 Before dealing with this 

current conception, it is important to provide the necessary historical 

background to objectively view the present-day situation. The title 

of "magister" in the Middle Ages "referred as much to the leader of 

an apostolic group exercising the ministry of the Word as to one who 

taught in a school."3 It is here where this study will begin.4

1 Francis A. Sullivan, Magisterium: Teaching Authority in the Catholic 
Church (Ramsey, NJ: Paulist, 1983), p. 24. For an historical development of the 
word "magisterium" see Yves Congar, "A Semantic History of the Term 
'Magisterium'" in Readings in Moral Theology No. 3: The Magisterium and 
Morality, ed. Charles E. Curran and Richard A. McCormick (Ramsey: Paulist, 
1982), pp. 297-313.

2Yves Congar, "Theologians and the Magisterium in the West: From the 
Gregorian Reform to the Council of Trent," Chicago Studies 17 (Summer, 1978): 
210.

3Ibid„ p. 214.

4 Obviously, there is much more history previous to this time which is 
relevant to the topic. However, since the purpose of this section is merely to 
provide an adequate background for what follows, a grounding in the 
Scriptures and early tradition is presumed. If necessary, reference will be
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The High Middle Ages
During the twelfth century, the West saw a rise in education. 

What had once been reserved almost exclusively to monasteries was 

slowly becoming available to the secular world. The appearance of 

universities brought with it a new method of theology. "This new 

mode of theological reflection, clearly different from that which 

prevailed in the monasteries, employed a rational method directed 

toward analysis, definition, construction and systematization."5 As a 

result of this new development of an analytic doctrina (teaching), "a 
distinction eventually arose between doctoral-scientific and pastoral 

teaching."6

Thomas Aquinas is often quoted for his recognition of these 

two teaching offices in the Church: the officium praelationis of 

bishops and the officium magisterii of theologians.7 * Aquinas 

distinguished further the teaching role (magisterium) of bishops and 

theologians, and spoke of what now is called a dual magisterium.

made by means of footnotes to certain points not directly covered. For more 
information regarding the scriptural basis for authority or the bishop- 
theologian relationships prior to the High Middle Ages, consult the following 
works: Paul C. Empie and T. Austin Murphy, eds., Teaching Authority and 
Infallibility in the Church: Lutherans and Catholics in Dialogue VI
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1980); Eugene A. LaVerdiere, "The Teaching
Authority of the Church: Origins in the Early New Testament Period," Chicago 
Studies 17 (Summer, 1978): 172-187; and John E. Lynch, "The Magistery and
Theologians from the Apostolic Fathers to the Gregorian Reform," Chicago 
Studies 17 (Summer, 1978): 188-209.

5Congar, "Gregorian Reform," op. cit., p. 214.

6Congar, "The Magisterium and Theologians: A Short History," Theology
Digest 25 (Spring, 1977): 16.

7/n 4 Sent., D. 19, q. 2, a. 2, qua, 2, ad 4 (Parma ed., vol. 7, p. 852).
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The bishop enjoys authority in the magisterium cathedrae pastoralis 
("magisterium of the pastoral or episcopal chair"), which is 

concerned with preaching and public order and is derived from an 

authority of jurisdiction. The theologian, on the other hand, belongs 

to the magisterium cathedrae magistralis ("magisterium of the 

teaching chair") and derives teaching authority from scientific 

knowledge.8

Universities became great centers of influence in the Middle 

Ages, during which time the Church was integrally connected with 

the secular world. The development in the thirteenth century of a 

magisterium of “doctors” in the Church extended to theologians and 

universities “a position and a role of authority to make decisions or 

to call for submission,”9 a role which was added to their function of 

scholarly teaching. Thus the studium became “a third authority 

beside the sacerdotium (priesthood) and the regnum (kingship).”10 

Popes submitted their decretal collections (e.g. Gregory IX in 1234) 

and conciliar decrees (those from Lyons I, 1245; Lyons II, 1274; and 

Vienne, 1312) to the universities for approval and publication.11 The

^Quodlibet 3, qu. 4, art. 1 (Parma ed., vol. 9, p. 490). See also, Avery 
Dulles, "The Theologian and the Magisterium," Catholic Theological Society of 
America Proceedings 31 (1976): 242; and Congar, "The Magisterium and
Theologians: A Short History," op. cit., p. 16.

9Congar, “A Brief History of the Forms of the Magisterium” in Readings 
in Moral Theology No. 3. op. cit., p. 319.

10Ibid.

11 Ibid. It is interesting to note that practically the opposite is true 
today: theologians and other Catholic writers are required in most
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authority granted to theologians increasingly included participation 

in the decisions of Church councils and judgments of orthodoxy.12

In Constance (1415) Pierre d’Ailly, former chancellor of 
the University of Paris, successfully contended that the doctors

> of sacred theology should have a deliberative vote since they
had received the authority to preach and teach everywhere . . . 
The universities during this period were accustomed to pass on 
the orthodoxy of new opinions and to prepare theological 
censures. Luther’s theses, before being condemned by the 
papal bull, Exsurge (1520), were censured by the theological 
faculties of Mainz, Cologne, Louvain, and Paris.13

Many of these censures prepared by theological commissions 

were nonetheless issued by popes. While the theologians were 

accumulating authority, popes, most of whom during this period 

were canonists, maintained and even increased their doctrinal 

authority. They intervened when theologians seemed to speculate 

too much or stray too far from Catholic faith. “This signified, at one 

and the same time, the need for critical control of theology by the 

magisterium and the magisterium’s acceptance of the theologian’s 

competence.”14

circumstances to submit their works to diocesan censors and bishops for 
approval for publication {nihil obstat and imprimatur).

12As the first sentence of the following quotation suggests, the 
increased participation in councils was radically influenced by, if not rooted 
in, the Great Schism (1378-1415) and its counter-reaction of conciliarism.

13Avery Dulles, A Church to Believe In: Discipleship and the Dynamics 
of Freedom (NY: Crossroad, 1987), p. 110. Incidentally, because universities 
and theologians prepared Exsurge Domine condemning Luther, “some 
properly theological opinions of Luther were condemned in the name of 
Catholic faith, and authentic Christian elements of Luther went
unacknowledged” (Congar, “The Magisterium and Theologians: A Short 
History,” op. cit., p. 17).
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Consequently, as both theologians and popes gained authority, 

the dynamics of their relationship fluctuated. Theologians who felt 

threatened with possible censure either stated in advance their 

submission to the judgment of the Church or they claimed they were 

merely proposing but not affirming a certain teaching. Even so, the 

authority of theology continued to grow. “The Councils of Constance 

and Basel were dominated by the university faculties of theology. 

Anyone with a doctorate in theology or canon law was given full 

voting rights.”14 15 This practice reached its rather unhealthy climax at 

the thirty-fourth session of the Council of Basel on June 25, 1439, 

where three hundred doctors, thirteen priests, and only seven 

bishops were present.16 * *

The Councils of Constance and Basel are particularly important 

for the understanding of teaching authority. Constance saw the peak 

of conciliarism, a theory that a general assembly of bishops possesses 

the supreme authority in the Church, independent of the pope.

Among other actions, this council “enacted a decree (Sacrosancta) 

declaring that a general council held its authority from Christ and 

that every one, even the pope, was bound to obey its decrees.” It 

also set the norm that “general councils were to meet frequently to

14Congar, “Gregorian Reform,” op. cit., p. 216. Congar uses 
“magisterium” as it is meant today, referring to the teaching authority of 
bishops.

15Sullivan, Magisterium. op. cit., p. 182.

16Ibid. See also Congar, “The Magisterium and Theologians: A Short
History,” op. cit., p. 17. The history surrounding this council is complex and by 
no means is summarized here. However, because bishops themselves were
divided, the presence of theologians in this situation is especially noteworthy.



ensure the good government of the Church.”17 Conciliarism formally 

raised the question for the Medieval Church as to the place of the 

councils in the governance of the Church. Thus conciliar authority 
was pitted against the papal monarchy. This tension was especially 

evident at the Council of Basel, which refused to accept a papal bull 

calling for its adjournment. “It declared itself superior to the Pope 

and insisted that it could not be adjourned or transferred, even by 

the Pope.”18 Later, however, conciliarism waned at Basel, which was 

split by factions within the council. A majority of the bishops 
followed the pope in moving the council to Italy, where at Florence 

the papacy triumphed over conciliarism.19 Subsequently, the 

schimatic Council of Basel as well as Sacrosancta were both formally 

declared invalid.

The growth of papal authority had its impact on the 

relationship with theologians, even before the rise of conciliarism. 

Since most popes of the Middle Ages were theologically intelligent, 

they introduced theological terms and concepts into their pastoral 

teachings; “transubstantiation,” for example, entered dogma. This 

practice would continue until modern times, becoming especially 

evident in the encyclicals of Leo XIII (1878-1903) and Pius XII

9

17New Catholic Encyclopedia. 1969 ed., s.v. “Conciliarism (History of),” 
ft by B. Tierney.

18Thomas Bokenkotter, A Concise History of the Catholic Church, rev. ed. 
(NY: Doubleday, 1979), p. 204.

19As will become evident later, conciliar theory was not totally 
destroyed at Florence.
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(1939-1958). Such teaching is “not purely an expression of apostolic 

witness according to the needs of the time, but a doctrina of 

“cathedra magistralis” assuming the principles of natural law, human 

wisdom, and classical theology.”20 Through this practice, some 

functions of the magisterium of theologians entered into the teaching 

role of the papacy.

Eventually, the concept of papal authority grew into a theory of 

the papal magisterium due in large part to four major ideological 

developments during the Middle Ages (although unfortunately they 

were based on an imperfect understanding of history).21

(1) “Heresy” was broadly understood since the Gregorian 
reform as any idea or attitude with which the Roman Church did not 

agree. Under this view, theologians were given less and less room 

for speculation or theological doctrina.

(2) The Roman Church was repeatedly affirmed as never 

having erred in faith, although the term “Roman Church” was 

admittedly not synonymous with the “Pope” or the “Roman throne.” 

Thus there was a prevailing agreement that the Church was 

indefectible. Yet at the same time, the concept of infallibility was not 

explicitly present.

(3) Greater focus was given the pope’s power to end a debate 

with a judgment than to his role as preacher and witness. According

• ------------------------------

20Congar, “A Brief History,” op. cit., pp. 320-321.

21 The following four developments are paraphrased from Congar, “The 
Magisterium and Theologians: A Short History,” op. cit., pp. 17-18; and “A Brief 
History,” op. cit., p. 321.



11

to Cajetan, the pope’s victory over conciliarism at the Council of 

Florence contrasted the theologian’s personal faith and the ultimate 

authoritative judgment of the pope. This development anticipated a 

juridical understanding of papal authority.

(4) The False Decretals22 supported, yet did not create, the 

papal claim to approve, authorize, and convoke councils. It would 

follow that the pope would thus have the authority to decide 

controverted points of dogma or to declare new articles of faith. The 

route to the 1870 definition of papal infallibility has begun.23 *

Council of Trent to Vatican I
Several significant events during the early modern period have 

directed the Church towards a different and perhaps more limited 

self-understanding than was nurtured during the Middle Ages. 

Hierarchical, particularly papal, authority grew in importance as 

theological authority diminished. Great medieval universities were 

on the decline and the Church increasingly needed to protect herself 

from confrontations with Protestantism, nationalism, and secularism 

within and without the Catholic community. As a result, the

22The False Decretals was a ninth century collection of falsified letters 
and canons which were written to increase the authority of bishops and their 
independence from civil rulers.

23The development of Catholic belief in papal infallibility can be traced 
W through history in and of itself. The term “infallibility” is now believed to

have been used perhaps for the first time in the Middle Ages with the 
Franciscans. See Brian Tierney, Origins of Papal Infallibility 1150-1350: A 
Study on the Concepts of Infallibility, Sovereignty, and Tradition in the Middle
Ages (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1972); Sullivan, Magisterium. op. cit.; Empie and 
Murphy, eds., Teaching Authority and Infallibility in the Church, op. cit.; and 
Congar, “Gregorian Reform,” op. cit., p. 222.
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magisterium cathedrae pastoralis merged with the concept of 

magisterium cathedrae magistralis, allowing “magisterium” to signify 

merely the episcopal teaching authority. This produced a conceptual 

shift in the understanding of the relationship between the

magisterium and theologians. “To say it another way, it is the 

manner in which the Church understands itself that determines the 

manner in which it perceives the relationship between the theologian 

and the magisterium.”24 Therefore it is necessary to explore the 

changes which occurred in the ecclesial self-understanding during 

the modern period.

The Council of Trent (1545-1563) proved to be successful in 

achieving collaboration between theologians and bishops while 

maintaining and respecting their individual functions.

Before a question was put before the bishops it was 
discussed in ‘congregations of theologians’, whose conclusions 
were then presented to the bishops by one of the leading 
theologians. ... In no case did the bishops, some of whom were 
also good theologians, simply say ‘amen’ to what the 
theologians told them. While the theologians made an 
important contribution to the council as periti, there was no 
question of their encroaching on the role of the bishops, who 
exercised their rightful magisterium and had the decisive 
voice.25

During the post-Tridentine era, the roles of hierarchical rule 

and of teaching gradually became interchangeable. Heretical

* ------------------------------
24Michael D. Place. “From Solicitude to Magisterium: Theologians and 

Magisterium from the Council of Trent to the First Vatican Council,” Chicago 
Studies 17 (Summer, 1978): 227.

25Sullivan, Magisterium. op. cit., p. 183.
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teachings were still condemned by theological faculties, yet the 

papacy established the Index of Forbidden Books in order to repress 

scholarly errors. In addition, popes themselves intervened in 

theological questions and censures.26 Theology was closely watched 

by the papacy because the wounds received from the Reformation 

had not yet healed. In 1588 Pope Sixtus V organized the Cardinals 

into fifteen congregations, one of which was the Congregation of the 

Roman and Universal Inquisition.27 This action centralized the 

preservation of doctrine in the hands of the papacy instead of local 

bishops.

The strengthening of papal authority within the Church had its 

effect upon theologians, yet the problem was compounded with the 

French Revolution (1789-1799). France suppressed all of the 

theological faculties in their country while thirteen of eighteen were 

suppressed in Germany. Although some of these universities were 

restored in the nineteenth century, in general they were taken under 

control by the papacy. In fact, the Roman College (in Rome) was the 

first to be reopened in 1824. The independent cathedrae magistralis 

faded into history.

The early modern period was a time of immense change and 

plurality of thought. Many political and theological ideologies 

developed which challenged papal understanding and Church

$
26Congar, “A Brief History,” op. cit., p. 322.

27New Catholic Encyclopedia, 1969 ed., s.v. "Church, History of, III (Early 
Modem: 1500-1789)," by W. S. Barron. This Congregation, originating in 1542 
under Paul III, was later called the Holy Office. In 1965, it was renamed the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith.

CORETTE LIBRARY 
CARROLL COLLEGE



structure. Gallicanism and Febronianism28, for example, attacked the 

growing perceptions of an infallible papacy. Febronianism was 

rooted in dissatisfaction with papal centralization and its supporters 

sought a revival of conciliarism. This position was mainly a quarrel 

in theological circles within the Church. Conversely, Gallicanism 

became a dispute between the papacy and Catholic states, originally 

France. "It clearly espoused a limited understanding of the papacy 

which meant that in matters of faith papal teaching was not to be 

considered irreformable unless it had been accepted by the universal 

Church."29 In its extreme form, Gallicanism extended into the 

political spectrum, allowing monarchs control over the Church in 

their countries.30

The Gallican perspective was also present in manifestations 

such as Jansenism.31 One aspect of this ideology centered around the

14

28Gallicanism originated in France. The term itself comes from Latin 
for the French Church (ecclesia gallicana). In France during the Middle Ages, 
there was a strong appeal to ancient canons and rights acquired by the 
Church of France which limited papal intervention through a union of the 
king and clergy. For a more detailed explanation of Gallicanism, see the New 
Catholic Encyclopedia. 1969 ed., s.v. “Gallicanism,” by C. Berthelot du Chesnay. 
Febronianism was a product of Gallicanism begun by Johann Nikolaus von 
Hontheim (pseudonym = Justinius Febronius). Its main principle rejected a 
special primacy of the pope over and above epispopal authority and equality 
in jurisdiction.

29Place, "From Solicitude to Magisterium," op. cit., p. 229.

30Eventually the term Gallicanism was used collectively for any 
• theories or positions of opposition and hostility towards the papacy and papal

governance. Its views were still present at the First Vatican Council, where 
actions against Gallicanism were taken.

3 Jansenism originated in France with Cornelius Jansen's strict 
Augustinian understanding of grace and salvation. Its propositions, 
unorthodox in the Thomist and prevailing Catholic perspective, had been very
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right of the Church to condemn specific errors. "Claiming that such 

teaching did not require more than a respectful silence, the 

Jansenists capitalized on the prevailing Gallican suspicion of papal

power and sought to give it greater theoretical specification."* 32
t

In response to these disputes, the papacy reaffirmed its 

authority. "In response to the Jansenists it was pointed out that 

papal teaching was due an interior obedience and not just a 

respectful silence."33 This ecclesial position seems to have developed 

into a doctrine of assent for all believers.

Also arising from the Jansenist controversy was a distinction 

between the infallibility of popes and pastors and that of all the 

faithful collectively.

This culminated in the distinction between Ecclesia 
docens (the teaching Church) and Ecclesia credens or discens 
(the believing or learning Church) (in the middle of the 
eighteenth century), a distinction which was to become 
common in the nineteenth, including in catechisms and into our 
own time, often in debatable formulations such as active and 
passive infallibility.34

Avery Dulles traces this same distinction to theologians such as the 

Englishman, Thomas Stapleton (d. 1598). The hierarchical Church 

became the Ecclesia docens with active infallibility, and the laity 

were considered part of the Ecclesia credens with passive

controversial and were condemned numerous times by the papacy.
Nevertheless, the supporters of Jansenism eventually proclaimed the pope to

# have erred in his decision and emphasized more its Gallican tendencies.

32Place, "From Solicitude to Magisterium," op. cit., p. 229-30.

33Ibid., p. 230.

34Congar, "A Brief History," op. cit., p. 323.
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infallibility. "The duty of the faithful, therefore, is simply to accept 

what the hierarchy tells them. The 'sensus fidelium' in this theory 

ceases to function as a distinct theological source."35

Throughout the post-Tridentine era, doctrine was viewed 

primarily from juridicism. How the faith was proclaimed tended to 

be emphasized more than the faith itself. "The two classic roles of 

the magisterium, to preserve and to define, have been all but 

reduced to the second."36 Preserving the faith was seen as the end 

result of the exercise of the papal power of jurisdiction. In order for 

unity to happen, therefore, jurisdictory power had to be “ultimate, 

supreme, and universal.”37 It must be infallible in matters of faith 

when it wishes to eliminate doubt in the presentation of the truth. 

Yet papal power was also seen by the pro-papists in the late 

eighteenth century as disciplinary in all other matters of faith when 

doubts could not be resolved. “In such an understanding of papal 

power there is no discussion of a papal teaching office. Rather there 

is a papal office whose purpose is the preservation of ecclesial unity 

and that acts with jurisdictory power.”38

35Dulles, A Church to Believe In. op. cit., p. 112. The term sensus 
fidelium has a technical theological understanding and requires some 
explanation. Sensus fidelium (sense or mind of the faithful) “is what can be 
grasped from outside, objectively, about what the faithful, and especially 
layfolk, believe and profess” (Congar, 'Toward a Catholic Synthesis,' in "Who 
Has the Say in the Church?," Concilium. 148 (8/1981) p. 74.).

t
36Congar, "The Magisterium and Theologians: A Short History," op. cit.,

p. 18.

38Ibid., p. 233.

37Place, “From Solicitude to Magisterium,” op. cit., p. 232.
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The early nineteenth century saw many developments in the 

theology of the day. The rise of neo-Scholasticism around the turn of 

the century soon dominated theological faculties and seminaries. The 

main center of this revival in Italy was the Roman School, under the 

operation of the Jesuits, but neo-Scholasticism spread and was also 

successful in Germany.39 This theological development is important 

for understanding the Church during the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, for it became the norm of Church teaching and the 

measuring stick against which all other theologies were compared.

Neo-Scholasticism was generally a conservative and 

authoritarian movement.40 Although it seemed to maintain certain 

anti-Gallican tendencies,41 two of its theological developments are 

worth discussing. Both originated in German thought and are 

correlated. First, Catholic theology was introduced to a three-fold 

description of ecclesial power: to teach, to rule, and to sanctify.42 In 

making the mission of Christ her own, the Church is seen as Prophet, 

Priest, and King. The implications of this change in thought can be 

seen when understood in context with the other change, the 

development of “Mystical Body” theology.

39Bokenkotter, A Concise History of the Catholic Church, op. cit., p. 320-
• 321.

40Ibid„ p. 320.

4 tulles, A Church to Believe In. op. cit., p. 113.

42Place, “From Solicitude to Magisterium,” op. cit., p. 234.
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In the ecclesial understanding from a “Mystical Body” 

perspective the Church is likened to Christ. The Incarnation is 

visibly continued in the Church, and thus the Church embodies some 

characteristics of Christ.
♦

Like Christ the Church is human and divine. While these 
aspects are interrelated, it is the divine which guides and 
directs the human. Carrying the comparison a step further, the 
divine is the soul of the Church, and the human is the exterior 
form or body of the Church. Thus it is that the Church has both 
visible and invisible components.43

When this understanding of the Church is seen alongside the 

ecclesial powers to teach, rule and sanctify, a new perception of the 

teaching function of the Church is realized. A teacher, or 

magisterium, in a Church which identifies herself with Christ would 

be communicating in its teachings divine truth.

Cardinal Franzelin (1816-1886), a Jesuit theologian, elaborated 

upon this added component of magisterium. Christ deposited his 

truth with this Church to be taught and preserved; therefore, Christ 

instituted in this Church an authentic and living magisterium whose 

purpose is just that: to preserve and to teach. Franzelin continued 

his discussion by speaking of the magisterium as “the successors of 

the apostles who are united in mutual communion through the 

charism of truth to guard the deposit of faith. It is this charism of 

truth or the assistance of the Holy Spirit which enlightens and guides
f

43Ibid., p. 233. This new theology which emerged in the early 
nineteenth century penetrated the ecclesial self-understanding, coming to its 
ultimate expression in Mystici Corporis, a 1943 encyclical of Pope Pius XII 
(1939-58). This emphasized the Church's unity in Christ's Mystical Body.



magisterial actions. In other words this charism is specifically given 

to those who have the right or the office of teaching.”44

Neo-Scholastics view the Church not merely as a judge but also 

as teacher. As such, the hierarchy has an active role in teaching the 

faith. Since the authentic magisterium, according to Franzelin, are 

successors of Peter and the apostles, the pope and bishops comprise 

the ecclesia docens. “While not separated from the bishops as 

successors of the apostles, it is the pope who has the ordinary power 

of teaching and thus the assistance of the Holy Spirit. He is the 

supreme magisterium whose definitive decisions bind the entire 

Church.”45

According to Avery Dulles, neo-Scholastics still distinguished 

two magisteria. “Theologians, they hold, exercise a merely doctrinal 

or scientific magisterium, one that depends on scholarly

investigation. The hierarchy, on the other hand, exercise an 

‘authentic’ or ‘authoritative’ magisterium, which has the power to 

command assent without offering commensurate evidence.”46 Yet 

under the neo-Scholastic model, dissent from the “divinely 

constituted magisterium” implies “a lack of reverence for the 

divinely constituted teachers.”47 Theology is dependent on and 

subordinate to the authentic magisterium for the truth of faith. The

19

• 44Ibid„ p. 234.

45Ibid„ p. 235.

46Dulles, A Church to Believe In, op. cit., p. 113. 

47Ibid„ p. 114.
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role of the theologian had changed; while still “an authentic witness 

to the tradition or the truths of faith,”48 the theologian remains part 

of the ecclesia discens, listening to and obeying the hierarchical 

magisterium to avoid error.

In preparing to discuss Vatican I, it will be helpful to look at 

other historical events or developments during the nineteenth 

century. In 1835 Pope Gregory XVI (1831-1846) first spoke of the 

magisterium as a source of Christian truth, side by side with tradition 

and revelation.49 This started a frequent use of the term 

magisterium in reference to the hierarchy, especially the teaching 

authority of the pope.
Gregory’s successor, Pope Pius IX (called Pio Nono, in Italian) 

(1846-1878) was a fervent believer in neo-Scholasticism and his 

leadership catapulted this school of theological thought to a position 

of great influence in the development of ecclesial self-understanding. 

He was the first modern pope to use audiences on a regular basis, 

which brought clergy and average Catholics into personal contact 

with the pope. As a result, Pio Nono’s ultramontanist50 stance was 

transferred to large numbers of Catholics.

In Germany at this time, as Ultramontanes gained strength, 

their school of thought was readily opposed by liberal Catholics, led

48Place, “From Solicitude to Magisterium,” op. cit., p. 239.

49Ibid., p. 236.

SOuitramontanists subscribed to neo-Scholasticism but were extreme in 
their emphasis on a strong centralization of papal authority in the Church.
The term literally means "beyond the mountains," referring to the countries 
of Northern Europe orienting their view over the mountains toward Rome.
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by Professor Dollinger of Munich. Their disagreement centered 

mainly upon the relationship of the Church to modern culture.

[Ultramontanists] wanted the Catholic faithful protected 
from contamination by secularism and rationalism and welded

• into a disciplined army led by zealous and pious priests trained
in seminaries isolated from the pernicious influences of secular 
culture. To achieve this aim they favored strengthening Rome’s 
authority over the Church. Catholic theologians, in particular, 
were to be subjected to a tight censorship and be compelled to 
give assent not only to the dogmas of the Church but even to 
the ordinary teaching as laid down by the Roman
congregations.51

Conversely, Dollinger and his school was open to modern 

culture. They were confident that the Living Church, as history has 

shown, could adapt the good of a culture into its tradition while 

refusing its evils. In regard to theologians, Dollinger felt they should 

be allowed more independence and intellectual freedom. Scholarly 

errors “would not be fatal, since it was the very mark of a healthy 

theology to be able to correct its own mistakes. The only effective 

weapons against error, he asserted, were the weapons of science, not 

ecclesiastical censure.”52 Ecclesiastical intervention was needed only 

when the theologian clearly contradicted the dogmas of the Church.

Needless to say, Pope Pius IX did not receive the liberalist 

positions with open arms. He rejected their assertions of theological 

freedom, and forcefully stated that theologians were subject not only 

to the ordinary magisterium but also to decrees issued by Roman

5 ^okenkotter, A Concise History of the Catholic Church, op. cit., p. 321. 

52Ibid„ p. 323.
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congregations.53 Pio Nono went one step further in his response. On 

December 8, 1864, he issued the Syllabus of Errors, a list of eighty 

errors which were to be condemned by the Church. Included in this

list were rationalism, naturalism, liberalism, freedom of religion, and
t progress.

The Syllabus was not received without protest. It attacked the 

mainstream of popular opinion. Misinterpretations compounded the 

confusion. However, a commentary which explained the errors in 

context caused the strong opposition to be limited to a few groups, 

mainly French bishops and German universities. These Gallicans and 

liberal Catholics feared now “a centralization of Church government 

that would confide the destiny of the Church to men who—as the 

Syllabus of Errors proved—were profoundly ignorant of the needs 

and aspirations of the modern world.”54

Their fears grew stronger in 1867 when the Pope announced 

his intention to call the First Vatican Council. Its purpose appeared 

to be a defense against nineteenth century rationalism.55 In the two 

and a half years preparation before the council convened, a debate 

ensued among Ultramontanes, Liberals, and Gallicans which brought 

the issue of infallibility to the forefront and familiarized the conciliar 

bishops of its terminology.

53Ibid., p. 323-324.

54Ibid„ p. 332.

55Ibid.
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Nevertheless, the seven hundred bishops who gathered on 

December 8, 1869 were soon divided into two camps: a strong 

majority supporting papal infallibility and the Syllabus of Errors, and 

a minority of about twenty per cent in opposition. The majority, 

with the backing of Pope Pius, controlled the order of the council, and 

before long the issue of papal infallibility was discussed.56

The presence of the liberal minority was not in vain, however. 

In the course of discussion, several conditions were placed upon the 

infallibility of papal teaching. In the end, though, a majority of the 

bishops voted in favor of papal infallibility. Although the doctrine of 

papal infallibility is a landmark in the history of the Church, an 

obstacle to Christian unity, and currently a source of conflict among 

Catholics themselves, a thorough analysis of the promulgation of this 

dogma is beyond the scope and purpose of this paper. Instead, 

infallibility will be discussed in reference to the changing 

relationship of theologian and magisterium.

One additional comment should be made about infallibility.

The Franco-Prussian War forced the First Vatican Council to be 

interrupted and unfortunately it was not reconvened. The Council 

never received the chance to explain the infallibility of the whole 

Church and the role of the bishops. The lack of this context led to a 

maximalization of the authority of the pope. In the years following

* ------------------------------

56Ibid., p. 332-339. Bokenkotter gives a quite interesting historical 
analysis of Vatican I. The role Pius IX played is noteworthy. He defined the 
ground rules of the council, a procedure contrary to that of Trent and which 
limited the freedom of the minority. It was also with his approval that papal 
infallibility was to be considered before the concerns of the entire Church.
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Vatican I, a “creeping infallibility” invaded the thoughts of many 

people who interpreted as infallible everything the pope said.57 This 

ambience combined with neo-Scholastic theology to create an almost 

superhuman perception of the pope.58

Vatican I to Vatican II

The impact of the neo-Scholastic movement was greatly felt at 

Vatican I and beyond. “The theologians teaching in or trained in 

Rome [a great center of neo-Scholasticism] were the leading periti at 

Vatican I.”59 The official theology of the Church became solely 

identified with neo-Scholastic theology, thus “any disagreement with 

or attack upon this theology becomes an attack upon the authority of 

the Church. This very limited and particular theology now becomes 

the criterion by which other theologies are judged and evaluated.”60

57The definition of infallibility at Vatican I was very concise and 
actually limited the conditions for infallible papal pronouncements. In order 
to proclaim a doctrine as infallible:

(1) the pope must be speaking ex cathedra (as supreme judge and 
teacher);

(2) it must be a matter of faith and morals; and
(3) what the pope defines is to be believed by all the faithful.
Additionally, Vatican I clearly stated that infallibility is neither

absolute (the pope can only teach what is consonant with the faith), nor a 
permanent personal property of the pope (only when exercising his proper 
functions), nor isolated from the rest of the Church. However, in the period 
after Vatican I, people began attributing the quality of infallibility to areas 
which were outside the conditions defined, thus leading to a broader definition 
of infallibility than was intended. This is what is meant by "creeping 
infallibility."

a
58 This conclusion is based upon the following section and James Heft, 

“Papal Infallibility and the Union of Christians,” Catholic Mind 77 (October 
1979): 36-41.

59Sullivan, Magisterium. op. cit., p. 183.



25

Following Vatican I, several theologians proposed new methods 

of historical or biblical criticism and of the integration of the Church 

with the modern world. However, there was a strong defense against 

historical consciousness, and everything which seemed to be rooted 

in modernism* 61 was carefully condemned and rejected. Pope Pius X 

issued two decrees against modernism in 1907, but Roman 

congregations were fearful of the spread of modernist thought. “In 

1910, the Oath Against Modernism was required of all clergy, 
pastors, confessors, preachers, and teachers of philosophy and 

theology.”62 Forty years later, Pius XII issued an encyclical entitled 

Humani generis which enforced two points of importance to this 

discussion: (1) Total obedience is demanded by the ordinary papal 

magisterium. “When the pope has expressed his decision on a 

controverted question, free discussion among theologians is no longer 

permissible.”63 (2) “The most noble task of the theologian is to show 

how the doctrine defined by the Church was contained in the sources 

of revelation, in that very sense in which it had been defined.”64

6®T. Howland Sanks, “Co-operation, Co-optation, Condemnation: 
Theologians and the Magisterium 1870-1978,” Chicago Studies 17 (Summer,
1978): 248.

61 Modernism is a collective term referring to distorted or false 
theological views which arose around 1900 in attempts to proclaim Christianity 
to the world using secular expressions.

62Sanks, “Co-operation, Co-optation, Condemnation,” op. cit., p. 252. It 
* may prove interesting to compare this with the present Oath of Fidelity, which

will be discussed below, p. 67.

63Congar, “The Magisterium and Theologians: A Short History,” op. cit.,
p. 19.

64Sullivan, Magisterium. op. cit., p. 183.
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There have been many theologians such as Pierre Teilhard de 

Chardin, John Courtney Murray, Henri de Lubac, and Yves Congar 

who had been silenced and reprimanded by the Vatican for their 

attempts to advance theology. Yet, as Avery Dulles notes, “what 

appeared on the surface as a conflict between certain theologians and 

the papal magisterium was at a deeper level a clash between 

different theological schools.”65 The magisterium was under the 

influence of neo-Scholasticism; everything other than that way of 

thought was suspect. The theologians listed above were vindicated 

at Vatican II, a council which did change the self-understanding of 

the Church in relation to the modern world, and which addressed 

more thoroughly the concept of magisterium. The concept of 

authority in the documents of Vatican II is the focus of the next 
chapter of this paper.

65Dulles, A Church to Believe In. op. cit., p. 115.



CHAPTER II

THE NOTION OF AUTHORITY IN VATICAN II DOCUMENTS

On January 25, 1959, only three months after his election, Pope 

John XXIII announced his intention to convoke an ecumenical council. 

Its purpose would be one of aggiornamento, bringing the Church up 

to date with the modern world. It would open the windows of the 

Church and let the fresh air inside.1 Indeed, the Second Vatican 

Council proved to be significant in the re-evaluation of the self

understanding of the Church.

In exploring the conciliar development of the concept of 

authority, only certain documents have been selected with the 

realization that this study could not be exhaustive. They will be 

situated in their respective contexts and be presented chronologically 

in hope that this method will yield a rich understanding of their 

contents.

Although many of the documents issued by the Second Vatican 

Council pertain to aspects of authority, only three constitutions will 

be considered in any depth: Lumen Gentium, Christus Dominus, and 

Gaudium et Spes. It should become evident that an evolution in 

thought occurred not only in the individual documents as they 
developed from their initial to final drafts but also in the

Wavier Rynne, Vatican Council II (NY: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux,
1968), p. 31.



deliberations from session to session in the Council itself. To better 

understand the development of the decrees and the role of 

theologians in this process, a brief background of the pre-conciliar 

preparation will be provided.

A description of the ambience leading up to the Second Vatican 

Council will serve as preliminary information. Throughout the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries the Church had closed her doors 

to the world in reaction to a number of "-isms" spoken of in the last 

chapter. As a result, the liturgical practices had grown stale and the 

faith of the people was strained by the meaninglessness of worship 

services. Out of this dissatisfaction grew the liturgical movement, 

first in Germany and increasingly throughout Europe, in an emphatic 

effort to open the dormant wealth of the liturgies to lay participation

A corresponding effort at reform was that of the biblical 

movement. Protestant biblical scholarship, a renewed interest in 

historical origins of the Christian faith, and the recognition of the 

importance of preaching the Word of God in worship are all sources 

for this movement. The ultimate purpose was to return to the Bible 

as a vital element of Catholic faith. The theological scholarship in the 

Church advanced tremendously as a result, although it was initially 

viewed as suspect.

By 1943, Pope Pius XII officially encouraged biblical research 

in his encyclical Divino Afflante Spiritu. The liturgical movement, 

however, met greater resistance and caution. Its proposals were not 
fully received by the Universal Church until Vatican II.

28
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Nevertheless, progress achieved by both movements greatly 

influenced the course the Second Vatican Council was to take.2

Many officials of the Roman Curia in the years preceding the 

pontificate of John XXIII managed to achieve a great deal of 

authority over doctrine and church policies. "Members of the Holy 

Office . . . felt that they alone were competent to deal with matters of 

faith and morals, and to keep a tight hold on the theological 

traditions of the Church as expressed in the scholastic terminology of 

Roman textbooks."3 Scholastic thought in and of itself is not bad but 

it became the only school of theology used by the Curia, whose rigid 

stance was the impetus behind plans to homogenize and thereby 

control theological studies throughout the world.4 When talk of an 

ecumenical council and a restructuring of the Curia began circulating, 

by and large the members were not enthusiastic. In fear of losing 

their power, "they quickly rallied to dominate the commissions that 

were to organize the Council."5

2The scope of this paper does not allow for more detail on this topic. For 
further study, see New Catholic Encyclopedia. 1969 ed., s.v. "Liturgical 
Movement, Catholic," by L. C. Sheppard; Karl Rahner, ed., Sacramentum Mundi: 
An Encyclopedia of Theology, 1969 ed., s.v. "Liturgical Movement," by Joseph 
Andreas Jungmann; idem, s.v. "Biblical Movement," by Ingo Hermann; and 
Henri Daniel-Rops, ed., The Liturgical Movement (NY: Hawthorn, 1964).

• 3Rynne, Vatican Council II. op. cit., p. 30.

4Ibid., p. 34. Their first attempt failed when Pope John XXIII was 
informed of the attack against the Biblical Institute in Rome, which 
encouraged new methods of Biblical studies. See Ibid., pp. 34-36.

5Ibid„ p. 31.
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Pope John XXIII had created the preparatory commissions on 

June 5, 1960. The key positions were occupied by Curial officials 

who now had direct influence upon the direction of the Council. At 

first they sought for consultation only those experts who generally 

held similar conservative views. Eventually complaints mounted 

which forced the Curia to invite more liberal yet outstanding 

theologians as periti.6 In all, more than eight hundred theologians 

and bishops were called to Rome in preparation for the Council. 

Nevertheless, curial officials still maintained a dominant force in the 

preparatory commissions.

When the first session of Vatican II opened on October 11, 

1962, seventy schemata had been submitted to the bishops for their 

consideration. Some of these proposals, heavily influenced by 

Scholastic methodology, seemed outdated from the start. As a 

consequence, they appeared to serve as a target for Pope John in his 

opening address. He urged the bishops to be optimistic about the 

outside world and employ "methods of research and . . . literary 

forms of modern thought"7 * * in the quest to make Catholic doctrine 

more intelligible for contemporary times.

6 Ibid., pp. 31-32, 33-34. Among those progressive theologians who were 
invited late were Karl Rahner, Henri de Lubac, John Courtney Murray, M.-D.

w Chenu, and Jean Danielou. The work of these theologians often was not
accepted by ecclesiastical officials in the 1950’s because it was “progressive.” 
See above, p. 22.

7Pope John XXIII, "Opening Speech to the Council," October 11, 1962.
Found in Walter Abbott, ed., The Documents of Vatican II (NY: Guild Press,
1966), p. 715.
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The substance of the ancient doctrine of the deposit of 

faith is one thing, and the way in which it is presented is 
another. And it is the latter that must be taken into great 
consideration with patience if necessary, everything being 
measured in the forms and proportions of a magisterium which 
is predominantly pastoral in character.8

The first item of business when the bishops met on October 13, 

1962, the beginning day of the general congregations, was to form 

ten conciliar commissions. These committees are not to be confused 

with the preparatory commissions established by Pope John XXIII 
which gathered information on what topics should be addressed and 

which formulated the initial working drafts. In contrast, the conciliar 

committees each consisted of sixteen elected and eight appointed 

members who were to draft and revise documents throughout the 

course of the Council. Contrary to curial wishes that elections take 

place immediately, the bishops decided to wait before deciding upon 
candidates, an action which proved valuable in giving positions on 

the committees to progressive bishops.9 It was soon revealed that 

most of the initial drafts “were so outdated and textbookish as to be 

useless even as starting points for debate and had to be completely 
rewritten."10

8Ibid.

9George Bull. Vatican Politics: At the Second Vatican Council, 1962-5 
(London: Oxford, 1966), p. 76.

10Bokenkotter, A Concise History of the Catholic Church, op. cit., p. 414. 
This same historian has suggested that Curial officials, after dominating the 
preparatory commissions, "expected the bishops simply to put their stamp of 
approval on [the schemata] and return home" [Ibid., p. 412], According to 
another source, "the careful preparation [for the Council] . . . together with 
the collaboration between the preparatory commission and the appropriate 
central authorities of the Curia gave rise to an impression that the Fathers of
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Lumen Gentium

Such was the case with Lumen Gentium, the Dogmatic 

Constitution on the Church. “Among all the documents of Vatican II, 

probably none underwent more drastic revision between the first 

schema and the finally approved text.”11 Perhaps the reason for this 

was the bishops’ understanding of the central nature of a constitution 

on the Church in the work of the Council. It soon became clear that 

the foundation of all other documents rested upon the vision of the 

Church, which would complete the work begun at Vatican I. 

Unfortunately, the original schema De Ecclesia 12 was not ready for 
distribution to the bishops before November 23, 1962.13

Until then, discussions had ensued on the liturgy, sources of 

revelation, communications, media, and unity.14 The debate on the

the Second Vatican Council were to be allowed simply to give formal approval 
to previously prepared schemata. But a sense of collegial responsibility and 
independent initiative already established itself in the episcopate in the first 
plenary session" [Rahner, ed., Sacramentum Mundi. 1969 ed., s.v. "Council," by 
Odilio Engels].

11 Avery Dulles, “Introduction to ‘The Church,’” in Abbott, ed., The 
Documents of Vatican II , op. cit., p. 10.

12De Ecclesia ("On the Church") was the topic of the schema. At this 
time it encompassed both the dogmatic and the pastoral aspects. The title of the 
document is determined by the first words of the Latin text. In this case, 
Cardinal Suenens, [n the first days of debate, suggested Lumen Gentium, Light 
of the Gentiles, "the import of which is that the Church refuses to give itself 
this title. Christ alone is really the light of the gentiles, though this light is 
reflected in the visage of the Church. The Christocentric attitude, which was

• emphasized so strongly by Cardinal Montini [later Pope Paul VI], was solemnly
affirmed in the first lines of the declaration" [Gerard Philips, "History of the 
Constitution," in Herbert Vorgrimler, ed.. Commentary on the Documents of 
Vatican II (NY: Herder and Herder, 1967), vol. 1, p. 107],

13Rynne, Vatican Council II. op. cit., p. 81.



Church was not begun until December 1, only one week before the 

first session was to end. The question can be raised as to why such 

an important schema had not been ready earlier. The answer no 

doubt is obscured with complications. Nevertheless, the bishops 

themselves waited in anticipation for the discussion on the Church.

A bishop of the Eastern Church, Patriarch Maximos IV Saigh of 

Antioch, emphasized the need for a truly ecumenical council and not 

one whose focus was on the Latin Church, as was Vatican I.14 15 He 

remarked during the debate on revelation:

Since Vatican Council I only a partial and incomplete 
picture of the Church has been presented. The prerogatives of 
the Visible Head have been put in evidence in such a way that 
the rest of the body of the Church seems dwarfish in 
comparison. We must reestablish the true proportions between 
the body and its head and thus give a truer and more complete 
picture. I ask once again that the schema on the Church and 
the hierarchy be submitted as soon as possible. Everything 
depends on that schema, because we can then take up pastoral 
and social questions. All of us await that moment.16

33

14The debates began on October 22 with the schema on liturgy. The 
normal procedure included an initial discussion about the schema as a whole
followed by a vote to see if the draft was worthy of a detailed debate. When the 
bishops were finished discussing a schema, it was returned to the responsible 
commission for revisions.

16Though Vatican I was an “ecumenical council,” its congregation of 
700 bishops was not representative of the world. "Unlike the First Vatican 
Council . . . , the composition of the Second Vatican Council was no longer 
exclusively European in character" [Rahner, ed., Sacramentum Mundi. 1969

♦ ed., s.v. "Council," by Odilio Engels].

16Rynne, Vatican Council II. op. cit., p. 81; italics mine. Also interesting 
to note is the fact that the concept of collegiality, one of the most highly 
debated topics of Lumen Gentium, arose in the discussion on unity a few days 
before the schema on the Church was even brought to the floor of discussion. 
Ibid., p. 102-103.



34

The original schema de Ecclesia must have come as a 

disappointment for many of the bishops. It "resembled the standard 

treatise on the Church as found ... in most of the theological manuals 

published between the two world wars" when writers, influenced by 

anti-Protestant polemics, "placed heavy emphasis on the hierarchical 

and juridical aspects of the Church, including the supremacy of the 

Pope."17 The schema consisted of a fairly comprehensive coverage of 

the Church but lacked any clear internal structure among its eleven 

chapters.18

17Dulles, "Introduction," in Abbott, ed., The Documents of Vatican II. op. 
cit., p. 10.

18The chapter headings according to Philips, "History of the 
Constitution," in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II. 
op. cit., vol. 1, p. 106, follow:

1) the nature of the Church militant;
2) the members of the Church and the necessity of the Church for 

salvation;
3) the episcopate as the highest grade of the sacrament of orders, and 

the priesthood;
4) residential bishops;
5) the states of evangelical perfection;

6) the laity;
7) the teaching office (magisterium) of the Church;
8) authority and obedience in the Church;
9) relationships between Church and State and religious tolerance;

10) the necessity of proclaiming the gospel to all peoples and in the 
whole world;

11) ecumenism.
The headings themselves are very revealing of the pre-conciliar self

understanding of the Church whose "emphasis was too heavily institutional 
and juridical" and "was dominated by the idea of the Church as a visible 
society" [Kevin McNamara, ed., Vatican II: The Constitution on the Church, a 
Theological and Pastoral Commentary (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press,
1968), p. 51]. Nevertheless, the authors of this schema attempted to address 
those areas of the Church which needed consideration. Some of these topics 
found their way into the final document of Lumen Gentium, but many emerged 
as individual drafts and eventually as conciliar decrees. The decrees on 
ecumenism (Unitatis Redintegratio), missionary activity (Ad Gentes), religious 
freedom (Dignitatis Humanae), and divine revelation (Dei Verbuni) seem to
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The comments of the seventy-six Council Fathers who spoke 

during the debate reflected criticisms directed at the general 

structure and approach of this first draft. Many bishops thought two 

documents should be written: a dogmatic teaching and a practical 

application addressed to the faithful in general.* 19 Others warned 

that such a division may not do justice to the connection between 

pastoral and doctrinal elements. Another common criticism was the 

failure of the draft to view the Church as a Mystery. This point was 

emphasized more as the eschatological nature of the Church was 
stressed in the discussions. A third major suggestion agreed upon by 

the Council Fathers was that the fundamental theme of the Church as 

communio or koinonia20 * should be emphasized more. The schema 

lacked a focus on the People of God.

From the discussions arose the affirmation that a constitution

on the Church would be the center and crux of the Council to which 

all other decrees would be referred. It must carefully portray the 

Church as a reflection of the Light of Christ and a "spirit ... of

flow from certain chapters of this initial draft De Ecclesia. Other decrees 
emerged which were additionally addressed in Lumen Gentium-. 
Presbyterorum Ordinis (on priests), Apostolicam Actuositatem (on laity), and 
Christus Dominus (on bishops).

19Philips, "History of the Constitution," in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary 
on the Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 1, pp. 107-108.

• 20Ko inonia is a biblical term whose meaning was recaptured by new
biblical theology. In the New Testament, koinonia frequently occurs “to 
describe the participation, communion, or fellowship that holds Christians 
together. . . . While in itself the word koinonia can describe the concrete 
results of communion, namely “community,” the NT usage favors the spirit of 
communion that produces community” [Raymond E. Brown, Biblical Exegesis 
and Church Doctrine (NY: Paulist, 1985), p. 118].
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humble dedication, a spirit of service and not of self-assertive 

power."21 She is a merciful mother to the entire human family.

With the perspectives of the bishops still lingering in the 

Vatican, the first session closed. The original schema was returned to 

the Theological Commission for restructuring in light of the conciliar 

contributions. During the nine-month interim between general 

sessions, a new version was developed.

When the second general session convened September 29,

1963, a significant change had occurred with both the content and 

the treatment of the revised schema on the Church. Discussion on 

this draft began on the first day of business, September 30, and 

lasted five weeks, half of the session's debate time. The structure of 

the text was greatly improved, consisting now of only four chapters:

I. The mystery of the Church
II. The hierarchical constitution of the Church and the 

episcopate in particular
III. The people of God and the laity in particular
IV. The call to holiness in the Church22

Even before the second session began, it had been decided to 

present a recommendation to the Council Fathers that anything 

pertaining to the People of God in general form a separate section 

which would become chapter two. This proposal was accepted 

immediately by the Council. The change of emphasis was significant,

21 Ibid., p. 109. This perception attacked the ecclesial attitudes of 
"triumphalism," "clericalism," and "juridicalism." In other words, the Church 
is not set on conquest, is not merely reduced to the hierarchy, nor is only 
concerned with ruling.

22Ibid„ p. 110.
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for now the treatise on the Church illustrated the common ground of 

all the faithful—bishop and layperson alike—in the sight of God. 

Fundamentally all members of the Church comprise the People of 

God first and foremost before distinctions of charisms and functions 

have been made.

In this perspective the hierarchy is not removed from the rest 

of the faithful but rather is a part of them. From this clarification, 

the bishops entered into one of the most intense debates of the 

session: the nature of the episcopacy in the hierarchical structure of 
the Church.

Many topics were discussed during the week and a half spent 

debating this chapter but the key focal points involved the character 

of episcopal consecration; the existence of a college of bishops, its 

nature of origin, and its apostolic connection; the collegial

relationship with the pope; and the extensions and limitations of 

episcopal authority. It may be most beneficial to examine these 

ideas as they are defined by the official teaching set forth in the final 

document Lumen Gentium while recalling the disagreements 

expressed during the conciliar debates.

The idea of episcopal consecration was not highly contested but 

the Council stopped what little controversy still existed by teaching 

that through episcopal consecration a bishop receives “the fullness of 

the sacrament of orders.”23 In other words, the difference between a 

priest and a bishop is not merely a higher degree of jurisdiction, but

23 Lumen Gentium, no. 21.
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an additional sacramental grace. Yet “episcopal consecration, 

together with the office of sanctifying, also confers the offices of 

teaching and of governing. (These, however, of their very nature, 

can be exercised only in hierarchical communion with the head and 

the members of the college.)”24 The connection can be seen between 

the sacramentality of the bishop’s office and collegiality. Since 

collegiality itself is a rather complex and comprehensive term, 

certain aspects will be examined individually,25 namely: the term 

"college" and the question of its origin; the connection between a 

college of bishops and the apostles; the pope in relation to an 

episcopal college; and collegial authority.

Article twenty-two of Lumen Gentium contains the chief 
doctrinal exposition on collegiality. There was much debate, first of 

all, about the nature of a “college” of bishops. “The question was 

whether this . . . ‘collegiality’ was of divine origin, part of the 

fundamental organization of the Church, or merely of human or 

ecclesiastical origin.”26 The solution depended upon the manner in 

which “college of bishops” was defined. If viewed in a purely 

juridical stance, that is, as “a group of equals who entrust their power

24Ibid.

25The intention is not to isolate each aspect, for the ideas are 
• interconnected; rather, an evaluation of the details would aid in a greater

comprehension of the broader picture to the extent that this work was a 
composite effort of many authors. The complexity of any one point reflects 
the difficulty of arriving at a consensus and the compromises which had to be 
made.

26Rynne, Vatican Council II. op. cit., p. 178.
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to their president,”27 there could be no such entity in the Church 

because it would reduce the authority of the pope to merely human 

power; the pope would be dependent upon the college of bishops and 

this was a truly conciliarist concept. On the other hand, how could 

the authority of a college of bishops, if of divine institution, be 

reconciled with the full and supreme authority bestowed on the pope 
as defined by Vatican I?

Lumen Gentium uses the terms “body,” “order,” and “college” 

interchangeably when speaking of bishops. This approach allows for 

a broader understanding of “college” than merely a moral union of 

persons with the same powers.28 The sacramentality of episcopal 

consecration adds a dimension to the role of bishops; hence, "the 

episcopate as a whole and its powers are not just the sum of 

individual bishops and their powers"29 because their unity in the 

Spirit of God surpasses the mere individual.

Nevertheless, there was some disagreement about the 

relationship of the episcopacy to the apostles. Apostolic succession 

was not denied but it was questioned whether Christ founded the

^Nota explicativa praevia, no. 1. This addendum to Lumen Gentium was 
composed by theologians in response to the misunderstandings and 
disagreements of the Council Fathers on certain points. The purpose was to 
provide theological clarification and definition for technical concepts, mainly 
collegiality. It was written and distributed in time for the final vote on Lumen 
Gentium in November 1964 during the third session. It is in light of this 
memorandum that chapter three on the episcopacy is to be understood.

28Karl Rahner, Commentary on Articles 18-27 of Lumen Gentium, in 
Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., p. 197.

29Ibid„ p. 198.
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Church on Peter alone or on all the apostles with Peter as the head.30 

At first glance this may seem like an insignificant question, but the 

answer determines whether or not the college of bishops is divinely 

instituted.31 If Peter and his successors alone possess the true 

authority of the Church, the bishops receive any authority they have 

from the pope himself. Yet this would reduce or perhaps nullify the 
meaning of episcopal consecration, the sacramental character of the 

office of bishop. Conversely, if the Church was founded on the 

"college" of apostles with Peter as its head and this relationship was 

transmitted in the apostolic succession, then bishops would have 

authority vested by God. Does this concept reject the primacy of the 

pope and his authority? If not, how can there be two supreme 

authorities within the same institution? The bishops of Vatican II 

struggled over questions like these.

In the end the Council made the following affirmation:

The order of bishops is the successor to the college of the 
apostles in teaching authority and pastoral rule; or, rather, in 
the episcopal order the apostolic body continues without a 
break. Together with its head, the Roman Pontiff, and never 
without this head, the episcopal order is the subject of supreme

30A related question is whether or not the apostles were ordained as 
priests or bishops. If a strict interpretation of a sacrament as being instituted 
by Christ is used, many people would answer yes. However, there is no 
evidence in the NT which would show “the Twelve laying hands on bishops

Q either as successors or as auxiliaries in administering sacraments” [Raymond
E. Brown, Priest and Bishop: Biblical Reflections (NY: Paulist, 1970), p. 55],
The idea of apostolic succession, therefore, must be approached carefully in 
the way it is related to the New Testament. See also Nathan Mitchell, Mission 
and Ministry (Wilmington: Michael Glazier, Inc., 1982).

31Rynne, Vatican Council II. op. cit., pp. 176-188.



and full power over the universal Church. But this power can 
be exercised only with the consent of the Roman Pontiff.32

Therefore, the collegiality of bishops exists only to the extent that the 

pope participates in it. The collegiality of bishops can be exercised in 

an extraordinary manner, as in an ecumenical council, or in an 

ordinary way, when bishops dispersed around the world act in union 
with each other and the pope. In either case, the cooperation and 

approval of the pope is necessary for the bishops to have supreme 

authority.33 The pope, by virtue of his office as Shepherd of the 

entire Church, still maintains his primacy and his "full, supreme, and 

universal power over the Church" which "he can always exercise . . . 

freely."34 Thus, "one may not distinguish between the bishops (as a 

college) and the Pope, but only between the college with the Pope as 

its head and the Pope alone."35

In acting alone, the pope does not act as a "private" person but 

"as the supreme teacher of the universal Church."36 Vatican II not 

only clarified and reaffirmed the doctrine of papal infallibility of 

Vatican I, but it went beyond to discuss the infallibility of the 

episcopal college. "This infallibility has exactly the same implications 

as that of the Pope, must be exercised in the same manner and is

Lumen Gentium, no. 22.

33Ibid.

34Ibid.

35Rahner, Commentary, in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the 
Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., p. 199. This idea is presented in the not a 
explicativa praevia, no. 3.
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^Lumen Gentium, no. 25.
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subject to the same limitations."37 Such teaching must be a matter of 

faith and morals which the faithful must hold definitively.

The next logical step is how the magisterium is to be received. 

The response of the faithful to the teachings of the magisterium 

depends upon many factors concerning the type of teaching 

authority and its content. Lumen Gentium, article twenty-five, states 

the criteria for the assent of faith in a very theologically dense 

manner. The notion of consensus fidelium (agreement of the 

faithful) and the levels of assent expected for the various doctrines 

can in themselves be the topic of a book. The reception to 

magisterial teachings will not be decribed in detail since such a 

discussion necessarily demands that dissent also be included.

The extensive debate on the chapter on episcopacy in Lumen 

Gentium occurred in the second session of Vatican II. When this 

debate was closed on Wednesday, October 30, 1963, perhaps more 

than a few bishops had hoped consensus had been reached.38 Any

37Rahner, Commentary, in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the 
Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 1, p. 210.

38This assumption is founded on the fact that the Council Fathers, in 
closing the debate on the Church on October 30, 1963, voted on five 
propositions to direct the process of revising the draft. The options were 
presented as follows:

"The Fathers are asked to say whether they wish the draft to be drawn 
up in such a way that it declares:

1) that episcopal consecration forms the highest degree of the 
sacrament of orders;

2) that every bishop legitimately consecrated, in union with the bishops 
and the Pope, who is the head and principle of their unity, is a 
member of the whole body of bishops;

3) that the body (corpus) or college of bishops succeeds to the college of 
the apostles in the charge of preaching the gospel, in sanctifying 
and in governing, and that this body, in union with its head, the 
Pope of Rome, and never without this head (whose primacy over all
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such wishes had disappeared, however, when general sessions 

continued on Tuesday, November 5, after a short break from 

deliberations. It was on this day that the Council Fathers began 

discussion on the schema "On Bishops and Diocesan Government," and 

once again collegiality was opened for debate.39 In keeping faithful 

to the purposes of this study, after a brief description of the history 

of the schema itself, only significant pastoral developments will be 

explored in order to avoid unnecessary repetition.

Christus Dominus

The conciliar Commission for Bishops developed two schemata 

to be discussed in the second session. The first, "On Bishops and

pastors and faithful remains whole and intact) possesses full and 
supreme authority in the universal Church;

4) that this authority belongs to the college of bishops itself in union 
with its head by divine law (Jure divino);

5) that the draft should deal with the opportuneness of restoring the 
diaconate as a special and stable degree of the sacred ministry 
(officium), as demanded by the needs of the Church in various lands.

In answering these questions, the Fathers are not asked to accept or 
reject any particular formulation. It is merely a matter of letting the 
Theological Commission know the opinions of the assembly on this question. 
According to the procedure of the Council, it will be the task of the Commission 
to examine the various answers of the Fathers and put the amended text before 
the general assembly for its approval" [Philips, "History of the Constitution," 
in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, op. cit., vol. 1, 
pp. 115-116],

The results revealed affirmation of a majority of the Council Fathers on 
all five questions. Therefore "the principle of collegiality had indeed been 
approved . . . , but had not yet been legally established" [Klaus Morsdorf, 
"History of the Decree" in Herbert Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the

• Documents of Vatican II (NY: Herder and Herder, 1968), vol. 2, p. 169],

39Since this draft was composed before collegiality had been debated in 
Lumen Gentium, it had not yet been based upon the contributions of the 
Council Fathers. The schema on bishops was also a practical application of the 
principle of collegiality, which allowed bishops another chance to defend 
their positions. Ibid.
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Diocesan Government," focused on the functions and powers of 

bishops, their relationship to the Curia, and the nature of episcopal 

conferences. As mentioned above, this draft reached the floor for 

discussion. The other schema, "On the Care of Souls," whose focus 

was on the pastoral office of the bishop, was never addressed during 

session two because time expired. In the interim between sessions 

two and three the Commission for Bishops combined these two drafts 

to form the schema "On the Bishop's Pastoral Office in the Church." It 

was then discussed during the third session and promulgated in the 

fourth on October 28, 1964, with the Latin title Christus Dominus.

Christus Dominus flows naturally from Lumen Gentium, in the 

respect that the latter addresses the theology of the episcopacy and 

the former gives a practical application of the pastoral dimension of 

the episcopacy. Christus Dominus consists of three chapters:

I. The relationship of bishops to the universal Church.
II. Bishops and their particular churches or dioceses.

III. Concerning the cooperation of bishops for the common 
good of many churches.

Each chapter sheds light upon and raises some questions about the 

authority of bishops in the Church. By examining the decree in this 

manner, the main points relevant to this discussion will be 

highlighted.

In the first section, collegiality is reiterated. The document 

goes further, however, to relate the college of bishops to the ongoing 
governance of the Church. This decree seemed to mandate three 

particular ideas: 1) that a Synod of Bishops be convened from time 

to time, 2) that the Curia be reorganized, and 3) that the relationship
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between the pope and the bishops in their diocesan capacity be 

specified.

Article five had originally been written with the hope that an 

episcopal council would be established. It was updated however 

after Pope Paul VI responded to their wishes and announced on 

September 15, 1965, his intention to institute a Synod of Bishops.40 

The purpose of this council is "to help the Pope more effectively and 

demonstrate at the same time that all the bishops share 

responsibility for the universal Church."41 No less than eighty-five 

percent of the members will be elected by the episcopate,42 thereby 

providing a fair representation of the world-Church. The Synod may 

be called as a general, extraordinary, or special meeting, depending 

upon the topics to be discussed. In any case the Synod of Bishops is 

merely an advisory body to the Pope and is immediately subject to 

him and his authority to convoke meetings, set agendas, preside, and 

accept or reject any proposals. Membership on this council is 

determined by the nature of each meeting and ends when the 

assembly is over. These characteristics make it easy to see that "the 

Synod of Bishops, unlike the episcopal college, is not a permanent 

council." Although the Bishops' Synod is to "represent the entire

40The formal announcement by Pope Paul VI regarding the Synod of 
Bishops occurred at the beginning of the fourth session in the motu proprio

£ Apostolica Sollicitudo. This documentation can be found in The Clergy Review
51 (April 1966): 307-12.

41Morsdorf, "Commentary on the Decree," in Vorgrimler, ed.,
Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 2, p. 203.

42Abbott, ed., The Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., p. 399, footnote 18.
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Catholic episcopate" it does not "claim the supreme authority proper 

to that college."43

Another effort to broaden the leadership of the Church was 

debated, namely the reform of the Curia. The direction finally taken 

was the request for an "internationalization" of curial officials and a 

reorganization within the congregations to better meet the needs of 

the times. "In such a way the offices and central agencies of the 

Catholic Church will exhibit a truly universal character."44

A third point of the first chapter of Christus Dominus sets out 

the relationship between bishops and the pope. "As successors of the 

apostles, bishops automatically enjoy in the dioceses entrusted to 

them all the ordinary, proper, and immediate authority required for 

the exercise of their pastoral office."45 Yet this power can never 

infringe upon the supreme authority of the pope.

This opening chapter of Christus Dominus appears to give 

expression to the relationship between the local church and the 

universal Church. The main ideas do not seem to give clear details 

but nonetheless they open the doors to discussion about what types 

of leadership a catholic (universal) Church should support. The 

Council attempted to steer between two dangers in their attempts to 

give bishops responsibility: on the one hand, the loss of intrinsic

^^Christus Dominus, no. 10.

45Ibid., no. 8a.

43Morsdorf, "Commentary," in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the
Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 2, p. 215.
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unity caused by excess decentralization, and on the other hand, an 

exertion of too much control by the hierarchy. If balance is to be 

maintained, this course must be charted periodically in the Church.

The role of the bishop in the local church was expounded more 

thoroughly in the second section of this decree on the pastoral office 

of bishops. The three-fold power of the bishop—to teach, sanctify, 

and govern—had been abandoned for a single authority (potestas 

sacra) with three offices (triplex munus) 46 The points to be 
highlighted will focus on this integration.

One of the bishops' chief tasks is to teach the faith to all people 

in a spirit of dialogue and consistency with the Church’s teachings. 

They should adapt their methods of presenting doctrine in order to 

address the needs of the times. Article thirteen is a key passage for 

it encourages bishops to use a variety of means of communication to 

proclaim the Good News while simultaneously guarding Christian

4^Rahner, ed., Sacramentum Mundi. 1969 ed., s.v. “Ecclesiastical 
Authority,” by Klaus Morsdorf. The 1963 schema on the Church was based on 
the three distinct powers of authority (potestas docendi, sanctificandi, and 
regendi). The Council Fathers clarified in 1964 that the three functions were 
not distinct powers which can be contrasted with one another. Rather, the 
Council at this time “professed the unity of the sacred authority (sacra 
potestas) founded on holy orders, an authority determined by the canonical 
mission through which it may also be exercised” [Morsdorf, “Commentary,” in 
Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 2., p. 
232 and p. 207, footnote 16], This change of thought is significant. Since the 
twelfth century, a distinction has been made between the powers of order and 
jurisdiction. As the idea of three offices developed, they inevitably were 
assigned to one of the two powers. Potestas sanctificandi was attached to 
potestas ordinis while potestas regendi et docendi were categorized under 
potestas iurisdictionis. Thus magisterium (teaching authority) was seen as 
jurisdiction. Has perhaps the separation of powers been lost through the 
centuries? Magisterium, Ministerium, Regimen, a book by Josef Fuchs (1941), 
speaks of three separate offices. It seems ironic that through time teaching 
and rule were associated instead of teaching and ministry. Today, has 
magisterium come to mean all three munus or potestas1!



doctrine, "teaching the faithful to defend and spread it."47 It is not 

clear how a bishop guards and defends the faith. One commentator 

remarked that this article "does not say in so many words that the 

diocesan is to judge whether the teaching of an individual agrees 

with the doctrine of the Church, and to discipline those who teach a 

wrong doctrine."48 What authority does the individual bishop have 

in his own diocese? The document later states:

In exercising his office of father and pastor, a bishop 
should stand in the midst of his people as one who serves. Let 
him be a good shepherd who knows his sheep and whose sheep 
know him. Let him be a true father who excels in the spirit of 
love and solicitude for all and to whose divinely conferred 
authority all gratefully submit themselves. Let him gather and 
mold the whole family of his flock that everyone, conscious of 
his own duties, may live and work in the communion of love.49

How does the authority of an individual bishop exercising his 

ordinary service to his diocese relate to the ordinary magisterium of 

all the bishops collectively as expressed in Lumen Gentium? Or even 

harder, how does the individual bishop’s authority relate to that of 

the Bishop of Rome when he does not speak or act in virtue of his 

office as supreme pastor and teacher of the universal Church?

A rereading of Lumen Gentium, article twenty-five, may be 

helpful in situating the legalistic answers, but the conciliar decrees 

do not seem explicit in providing the practical applications. Perhaps

47 Christus Dominus, no. 13.

48

48Morsdorf, "Commentary," in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the
Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 2, p. 232.

49(Jhristus Dominus, no. 16, italics mine.



4 9

the reason lies in the possibility that questions can be formulated 

today which were not even asked in the 1960s. In any case, this 

very realization reminds the Church of the ongoing need for re- 

evaluation and reformulation of the way truths are expressed.

The question of authority in conciliar documents time and time 

again is linked to the idea of service. Vatican II clearly emphasized 

the role of the bishop as diakonia, servant. At first glance, service 

and authority seem to be mutually exclusive, but the Council Fathers 

emphasized the example of Jesus: the great authority which exists in 

serving other people. This rich concept must constantly be reiterated 

in a world which often values egoistical power as the means of 

authority.

The final section of Christus Dominus centers around the 

cooperation of bishops with one another mainly in the form of 

episcopal conferences. National episcopal conferences have existed in 

many Western countries since the nineteenth century, but until the 

Council, they had no legislative powers.50 The original draft 

attempted to give them hierarchical power to “make legally binding 

decisions” for their particular regions, but few bishops accepted this 

initial proposal.51 There was concern that the pope’s rights would be 

reduced or the individual bishops would lose independence.

< ------------------
50Morsdorf, “History of the Decree,” in Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on 

the Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., vol. 2, p. 179.

51Ibid„ p. 179-180.
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The final document attempted to reconcile these cautions. It 

encouraged the establishment of episcopal conferences and issued 

various decrees concerning its organization.52 Regarding the 

authority of these conferences, Christus Dominus states the following:
e

Decisions of the episcopal conference, provided they have 
been made lawfully and by the choice of at least two-thirds of 
the prelates who have a deliberative vote in the conference, 
and have been reviewed by the Apostolic See, are to have 
juridically binding force in those cases and in those only which 
are prescribed by common law or determined by special 
mandate of the Apostolic See, given spontaneously or in 
response to a petition from the conference itself.53

In the face of this description of the authority of episcopal 

conferences, many questions can once again be asked. In what 

sectors of society are the decisions of the bishops binding? What is 

the relationship between the conferences and ecclesiastical 

universities? Are the positions of these national conferences of 

bishops always to reflect the teachings of the episcopal college, or can 

they state a position on which the Church has not formally 

addressed?

As is evident from this discussion of Christus Dominus, there 

are many uncertainties. To put theory into practical terms is difficult 

and unanswered questions are to be expected. This is especially true 

as time passes and new situations arise which must be confronted. 

The Pastoral Constitution on the Church, Gaudium et Spes, addresses
• many of these social concerns.

^Christus Dominus, nos. 36-38. 

53Ibid„ no. 38.4.
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Gaudium et Spes

When Pope John XXIII convoked the Second Vatican Council, he 

wanted the Church’s role in the modern world to be addressed. Yet 

not one preliminary schema dealing with this goal was drafted by
* preparatory commissions.54 During the first session’s discussion on 

the schema de Ecclesia, the point was made that the Church must 

seek aggiornamento not only in its internal structure (ad intra), but 

also ad extra (in its relation to the modern world). From this 

suggestion and others like it, Schema 13 (the draft on the pastoral 

constitution on the Church) eventually took its shape. It sought to 

address such problems as human dignity, rising population, poverty, 

social justice, war and peace.

The drafting of such a document proved to be a tedious task.55 

It took a total of eight texts before the Council Fathers reached a 

final, approved version. Many of these drafts were revised by the 

commission before they even reached the hands of the bishops. 

Discussion on the council floor concerning the Church in the modern 

world as an individual schema actually occurred only during sessions 

three and four.

The 1964 version of Gaudium et Spes consisted of twenty- 

seven pages of text divided among an Introduction, four chapters 

and a conclusion. This schema also contained five appendices which

54Donald R. Campion, “Introduction to ‘The Church Today,’” in Abbott, 
ed., The Documents of Vatican II. op. cit., p. 183.

55Charles Moeller, “History of the Constitution,” in Herbert Vorgrimler, 
ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II (NY: Herder and Herder,
1969), vol. 5, pp. 1-76.
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supplemented the main text with greater depth and explanatory 

statements. In contrast, the draft of 1965 (which became the final 

document) consisted of two parts spanning over eighty pages.56 

Much of the material from the appendices of the previous year’s 

draft was incorporated into the main body of this text. The format of 

Gaudium et Spes follows:

Introduction and Preliminary Statement
Part I: The Church and Man’s Calling

Chapter 1: The dignity of the human person 
Chapter 2: The community of mankind 
Chapter 3: Man’s activity throughout the world 
Chapter 4: The role of the Church in the modern world

Part II: Some Problems of Special Urgency
Chapter 1: Fostering the nobility of marriage and the

family
Chapter 2: The proper development of culture
Chapter 3: Socio-economic life
Chapter 4: The life of the political community
Chapter 5: The fostering of peace and the promotion of a

community of nations
Conclusion

It can be seen that Gaudium et Spes is a unique conciliar 

document. It is a strictly pastoral treatise of unusual length, the 

longest document promulgated by Vatican II. Much of the 

constitution simply “presents teaching already accepted in the 

Church” which “will have to be further pursued and amplified, since 

it often deals with matters in a constant state of development.”57 

This realization is important when relating to the modern times. It

56Rynne, Vatican Council II, op. cit., p. 468.

57Gaudium et Spes, no. 91.
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does not intend to settle or solve matters definitively, nor does it 

“foreclose any new lines of development in Catholic 

understanding.”58

The document itself is too extensive to explore in much 

depth,59 and such an undertaking is obviously beyond the scope of 

this study. Realizing the importance of the constitution Gaudium et 

Spes, efforts will be made to uncover its relevance to the topics of 

authority and of the relationship between theologians and the 

magisterium, employing a methodology similar to that used with 

Christus Dominus. Specifically, the Church’s authority will be viewed 

in light of her mission and the significance of those teachings for the 

world. The role of the theologian in the document will then be 

explored and applied to the relationship with the magisterium.

Essential to exploring the authority of the Church in the world 

is an understanding of the Church’s mission. There are two domains 

in the mission of the Church in regard to the world. The first is to 

spread the gospel, to help the world become Church. The second 

activity of the Church is “the function it exercises in the world and 

for the world in the latter’s own structures and activities, but leaving 

the world as world in its own order.”60 Although the relationship

58Campion, “Introduction,” in Abbott, ed., The Documents of Vatican II. 
op. cit., p. 190.

59For a thorough history and commentary of Gaudium et Spes, see 
Herbert Vorgrimler, ed., Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II (NY: 
Herder and Herder, 1969), vol. 5.

p. 204.
60Yves Congar, “The Role of the Church in the Modem World,” in ibid.,
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between these two spheres is not well established by Vatican II, 

they are very closely related. “In the realization of the Church’s 

mission it is impossible to separate work for the welfare of mankind 

from the preaching of the gospel.”61

Accepting this premise, what authority does the Church have in 
the political sector? It is well known that bishops and popes in the 

past century have increasingly addressed social issues in encyclicals 

and pastoral letters. How are these to be received by the world? 

There seems to be a distinction in the manner of reception in the 

Church ad intra and ad extra. Within the Church, teachings are 

ordered as to required assent. When dealing with an increasingly 

secularized world, however, the Church is no longer in a position to 

demand a specifically Christian response. Acceptance of authority 

cannot be presumed and credibility must be established in this 

secular world. How is this to be done? Discussion and dialogue 

outside the Church as well as within must be continuously pursued. 

“Giving witness and voice to the faith of the whole People of God 

gathered together by Christ, this Council can provide no more 

eloquent proof of its solidarity with the entire human family with 

which it is bound up, as well as its respect and love for that family, 

than by engaging with it in conversation about these various 
problems.”62

61Ibid.

^Gaudium ct Spes, no. 3.
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The Council Fathers realized that such dialogue with the world 

must communicate with the language of the world. The Church “has 

learned to express the message of Christ with the help of the ideas 

and terminology of various peoples.”63 She has not been able to 

promote discussion with diverse people without the help of those 

members who live in the world. “With the help of the Holy Spirit, it 

is the task of the entire People of God, especially pastors and 
theologians, to hear, distinguish, and interpret the many voices of our 

age, and to judge them in the light of the divine Word. In this way, 

revealed truth can always be more deeply penetrated, better 

understood, and set forth to greater advantage.”64

Gaudium et Spes later addresses theologians specifically in 

their tasks of interaction with the world. New ideas and findings in 

science, history, and philosophy influence theological inquiries by the 

new questions they raise. This demands that theology keeps current 

in its investigations. “While adhering to the methods and 

requirements proper to theology, theologians are invited to seek 

continually for more suitable ways of communicating doctrine to the 

men of their times. For the deposit of faith or revealed truths are 

one thing; the manner in which they are formulated without violence 

to their meaning and significance is another.”65

e
63Ibid., no. 44.

64Ibid.

65Ibid., no. 62.
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It thus seems that the bishops had granted theologians 

recognition in their role in the formulation of doctrine while 

employing contemporary methods. They encouraged “all the faithful, 

whether clerics or lay” to pursue their “lawful freedom of inquiry, 

freedom of thought and of expressing their mind with humility and 

fortitude in those matters on which they enjoy competence.”66 

Gaudium et Spes does not explicitly deal with the relationship of 

theologians with the magisterium, yet it recognizes the need for 

theology to incorporate modern methods of technology and research 

findings in their search for understanding revealed truth.

Vatican II seemed to open many windows which have long 

been closed to the questions of authority and theology. In many 

respects, this Council raised other questions, or at least gave 

permission for discussion on unclear topics. The post-conciliar period 

has seen many tensions arise and more specific documents 

promulgated to address those concerns. The post-conciliar 

relationships between bishops and theologians in the context of the 

Vatican responses to these current uncertainties are the topic of the 

next chapter.

66Ibid.



CHAPTER III

POST-CONCILIAR RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
THEOLOGIANS AND THE MAGISTERIUM

Now that the notion of "magisterium" has been seen in its 

various historical contexts and that the concept of authority in 

Vatican II documents has been explored, current understandings of 

teaching authority can justly be discussed. This chapter will examine 

the dynamic relationship within the Church among theologians and 

bishops in the wake of the Second Vatican Council.

A number of events occurring in the years immediately 

following the Council challenged the authority of the magisterium. 

Efforts to continue the collaboration between theologians and bishops 

which had profoundly influenced the course of the Council led to the 

establishment of the International Theological Commission in 1969.1 

Measures had also been taken nationally, in the United States and 

elsewhere, to enhance working relationships between theologians 

and bishops in ecumenical endeavors as well as in regular business.2

1 Sullivan, Magisterium. op. cit., pp. 174-176. The ITC was established as a 
theological consultative body for the Holy See, particularly the Congregation 
for the Doctrine of the Faith (CDF), in promulgating statements of doctrinal 
character. It originally was imagined to be of international representation 
(Ibid.), but as Karl Rahner notes, the Commission is restricted in its functions 
and membership and thus "has neither the capacity nor the intention of being 
representative of all Catholic theologians throughout the world" [Rahner, 
Theological Investigations, vol. 14 (NY: Seabury, 1976), p. 99].

2Avery Dulles, The Resilient Church (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & 
Company, Inc., 1977), p. 106.
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Amid these attempts to implement the conciliar attitude of 

communio, stark discord had already infiltrated the Church when the 

papal encyclical, Humanae Vitae, was promulgated July 25, 1968.

The reactions to Humanae Vitae were so extensive3 * * * it is 
* perhaps difficult to recover the points of real divergence.

Nonetheless, several implications are noteworthy. The presence of 

the birth control pill as a form of contraception was achieving much 

attention in the world even while Vatican II was in session. The 

Council Fathers themselves did not explicitly take a stand on this 

issue since Pope Paul VI decided to explore it further by sending it to 

a special commission. He himself then spoke on the issue. 

Contraception is definitely a question of morality, and it seems 
obvious that the Church felt a need during this "sexual revolution" to 

address the matter and hoped that in doing so she may guide people 
in Christian living.

The question arises whether Humanae Vitae was a sincere 

expression promoting Christian formation and values or rather was 

issued merely as a show of papal authority in the Church. Many 

Catholics would reply that the Church was out of touch with the 

world and sexuality was not an area open to ecclesial comment.

Andrew Greeley has empirically studied the changing 

perceptions of Catholics regarding Church authority and sexual ethics.

3According to the Catholic Periodical Guide, within the first year of
Humanae Vitae's promulgation, over fifty commentaries were written. The
discussion about this encyclical has not yet ended. It would be hard to imagine
the number of articles and books which have been written about the whole 
moral question of contraception and the place for ecclesial authority in this 
realm.
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The facts revealed an immense rejection of the Church's position and 

a sharp decline in church attendance followed. Yet this event did not 

have a lasting effect. Greeley found a deeper and more permanent 

move toward "selective Catholicism."4 In other words, this shift in 

the lay Catholic consciousness allowed for a "pick and choose" 

mentality of doctrine. The real function of individual conscience 

many times was distorted and used instead to justify a person's 

defiance of Catholic teaching.5

The matter was intensified by theologians who released public 

statements which explicitly opposed the magisterial teaching of the 

encyclical Humanae Vitae.6 In response to such widespread 

opposition, the United States bishops issued norms for legitimate 

theological dissent from non-infallible teachings.7 * The question of 

dissent itself became muddied by many factors since this time and 

consequently can only be alluded to at this time.

The controversy continued and indeed remains today. It 

should be known, however, that the impact of the debates over 

Humanae Vitae is still to be completely known. This crisis appeared 

to have raised many questions which challenge the Church to

4 Andrew M. Greeley, American Catholics Since the Council: An 
Unauthorized Report (Chicago: Thomas More, 1985), p. 71.

5Rahner, Theological Investigations, vol 14, op. cit., p. 89.

^Charles E. Curran, "Public Dissent in the Church," Origins 16 (July 31, 
1986): 180. Curran describes one such press conference which numbered
over 600 theologians.

7National Conference of Catholic Bishops, Human Life in Our Day.
November 15, 1968.
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maintain unity ad intra. Tensions have always been present in the 

Church, but under the influences of mass media and individualism 

the People of God seem more attuned to tensions within the Church.

Strains related to ecclesial authority have been present on 

many levels. Not only are certain theologians called into question by 

bishops (as in the cases of Hans Kung over infallibility, James Provost 

over a point in canon law dealing with divorce, or the more recent 

controversy of Charles Curran teaching sexual ethics opposed to 

official Catholic teaching), but conflicts of authority exist among 

bishops themselves (for example, Archbishop Hunthausen in Seattle 

and Archbishop Sullivan in Richmond concerning their liberal social 

views,8 and Bishop Carroll Dozier of Memphis regarding reconciliation 

and general absolution9). Tension and occasional division within the 

episcopal body is not strictly the focus of this paper. However, the 

recognition that such internal challenge occurs serves as a reminder 

that ecclesial authority is not always unified. In fact, confrontations 

with authority exist beyond the false conceptions that the members 

of the authoritative body in the Church (or of theologians

collectively) are always unified in their beliefs, or that theologians 

and the magisterium are always in disagreement on doctrinal 

matters.10 Yet the question of teaching authority in and of itself

8Patty Edwards, "Vatican ordered investigations of Richmond, Seattle 
dioceses," National Catholic Reporter 20 (Nov. 4, 1983): 1, 20.

9"General Absolution--Were Norms Followed At Memphis?" Origins 7
(May 26, 1977): 1-4.
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reflects the relationship between theologians and bishops as distinct 

groups. With this broad background of some post-conciliar events 

which caused tensions and new questions, this discussion can now 

move into the study of three Vatican documents which have been 

issued during the post-conciliar period: Sapientia Christiana, Ex 

Corde Ecclesiae, and the Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the 

Theologian. Although there are many other documents tangentially 

significant to this study, these three will be studied due to their 
pertinence and their current relevance. The overall theme of 

theologians in relation to the hierarchical magisterium will be seen 

from the perspectives of the academic community (using Sapientia 

Christiana and Ex Corde Ecclesiae) and from a more recent general 

directive from the Vatican regarding theology's role in the Church 

(Instruction).

Catholic colleges and universities serve a very important role in 

Christian formation. The Second Vatican Council, in the Declaration 

on Christian Education (Gravissimum Educationist addressed the role 

that higher education plays in encouraging students to "become . . . 

truly outstanding in learning, ready to shoulder society's heaviest 

burdens and to witness the faith to the world." The orientation of 

universities toward this outcome is vital because "the future of 

society and of the Church herself is closely bound up with the 

development of young people who engage in higher studies."11 * As a

^Raymond E. Brown, "The Dilemma of the Magisterium vs. the 
Theologians--Debunking Some Fictions," Chicago Studies 17 (Summer, 1978): 
290-307.

Gravissimum Educations, no. 10.
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continuation of this exhortation, and thus also an indication of the 

commitment of the Church to education, Catholic colleges and 

universities have been in serious dialogue with the Church since 

Vatican II.12 An "unofficial" ecclesial document, "The Catholic 
University in the Modern World," was published in 1972 as a final 

report of a meeting between the Congregation for Catholic Education 

and representatives of universities. Since it was not ecclesiastically 

endorsed, it represents only one significant stage of dialogue which 

served as a stepping stone to more developed documents of the 

Church concerning education.
One area of needed change was the adaptation of pontifical 

institutions to meet the recent flood in the development of 

knowledge. A constitution which Pope Pius XI promulgated on May 

24, 1931 under the title Deus Scientiarum Dominus ("God the Lord of 

All Knowledge") was outdated and needed to be replaced with a 

document more open to the modern world.13 Finally, on April 15, 

1979 Pope John Paul II issued the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia 

Christiana.

12James W. Sauve, "Pope John Paul II on Catholic Colleges and 
Universities," America 163 (Oct. 20, 1990): 260.

13John W. Donohue, "Christian Wisdom," America 141 (Sept. 15, 1979): 
116. Pius XI promoted human acts and disciplines yet "seemed to think of 
theologians as instructing secular culture rather than consulting it" [Ibid.].
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Sapientia Christiana

This decree, developed under Pope Paul VI,14 yet not 

promulgated before his death nor during the short office of Pope 

John Paul I, merely addressed ecclesiastical faculties and universities 

(those granting pontifical degrees). Only two hundred faculties in 

thirty-four counties are affected by this ordinance.15 Nevertheless, it 

is important because it contains general and specific norms of 

regulation of ecclesiastical faculties. This document and others like it 

tend to begin with a discourse on the topic, situating it in the proper 

place. Then general norms are laid out, followed by suggestions on 

how to implement them.
The forward to the text indicates the Church's concern 

throughout the centuries for human development, cultural 

advancement, and the present need to respond to new demands. It 

broadly describes the purpose and duties of ecclesiastical faculties, of 

bishop's conferences, and of teachers. Each of these three areas are 

further delineated and specifically addressed by general norms 

expressed in the first part of the text itself, which is comprised of 

sixty-four articles. The second section in twenty-three articles 

discusses specific norms for faculties of sacred theology, canon law, 

and philosophy. Two areas, namely academic freedom and the

< 14Ibid.

15 At the time this document was being formulated by the Pope in 
consultation with the Congregation for Catholic Education, Cardinal Karol 
Wojtyla (later Pope John Paul II) had been a member on this congregation 
since 1974. It seems logical to assume he was involved for some time with its 
development. See the marginal note in Origins 9 (June 7, 1979): 43.
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requirements of teachers, will be discussed in their respective 

relationships with ecclesiastical authority.

Academic freedom can become an explosive topic for 

ecclesiastical faculties because it can easily overturn the delicate 

balance which must exist between scientific research in the quest for 

understanding and faithfulness to the divine truth as taught by the 
Church’s magisterium. In attempting to maintain harmony, Sapientia 

Christiana prescribed the following:

1) just freedom should be acknowledged in research and 
teaching so that true progress can be obtained in learning 
and understanding divine truth;

2) at the same time it is clear that:
a) true freedom in teaching is necessarily contained within 

the limits of God's word, as this is constantly taught by 
the church's magisterium;

b) likewise, true freedom in research is necessarily based 
upon firm adherence to God's word and deference to the 
church's magisterium, whose duty it is to interpret 
authentically the word of God.16

This article can be viewed in conjunction with article 38 part i. 

("account must be taken of sound advances coming from scientific 

progress which can contribute to answering the questions being 

currently asked") and article 70, a specific norm for sacred theology 

faculties:

In studying and teaching Catholic doctrine, fidelity to the 
magisterium of the church is always to be emphasized. In the 
carrying out of teaching duties, especially in the basic cycle, 
those things are, above all, to be imparted which belong to the

16Sapientia Christiana, no. 39, April 15, 1979. Found in Origins 9 (June 7, 
1979): 33-45.



received patrimony of the church. Hypothetical or personal 
opinions which come from new research are to be modestly 
presented as such.

Close examination of these three articles raises several questions. Is 

the role of the theologian merely to serve the magisterium? Is the 
purpose of research only for a better understanding of those matters 

on which the magisterium recognizes as "open to discussion"? Is 

there a difference in how theologians can exercise academic freedom 

when they are concentrating their energies purely on research and 

when they focus their scholarship in teaching?

Teachers at ecclesiastical faculties are directly mandated to 

"carry out their work in full communion with the authentic 

magisterium of the church, above all, with that of the Roman 

Pontiff."17 Teachers of faith and morals are required to make a 

profession of faith and receive a "canonical mission" from an 

appropriate ecclesiastical authority before they can teach, "for they 

do not teach on their own authority but by virtue of the mission they 

have received from the church."18

Does the requirement of a canonical mission place the teachers 

in a marionette situation where their abilities are determined by 

ecclesiastical authorities rather than their professional peers?19 To

65

17 Ibid., no. 26, part ii.

t 18Ibid., no. 27.

19Normally, professors are evaluated by their colleagues for 
promotions, appointments, tenure status, etc. Having these determined by an 
outside ecclesiastical authority is a concern for some teachers at ecclesiastical 
universities. See Mark Winiarski, "Pope's document raises questions," National 
Catholic Reporter 15 (June 15, 1979): 10.

CORETTE LIBRARY
CARROLL COLLEGE
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some extent this question has been clarified by the newly revised 

Oath of Fidelity which is now required of teachers at ecclesiastical 

faculties. In submitting to this oath they profess that because they 

are commissioned in the name of the Church they will "preserve the
£

deposit of faith in its entirety, hand it on faithfully and make it shine 

forth. As a result, whatsoever teachings are contrary [they] shall 

shun."20 * * Does this promise preclude any expressions of challenging 

opinions?

Ecclesiastical faculties are relatively unique in their 

relationship to the Holy See (whose permission is needed for their 

institution and accreditation). In discussing Catholic higher 

education, the percentage of institutions affected directly by 

Sapientia Christiana is relatively small. Few institutions of higher 

learning can apply this apostolic constitution. Pope John Paul II 

seemed to realize the fact that the majority of Catholic universities 

were not addressed, for when he promulgated this apostolic 

constitution, he also took the opportunity to ask the Congregation for 

Catholic Education to begin preparations for a similar constitution 

applicable to all other Catholic institutions of higher learning.

Ex Corde Ecclesiae

Preparation was not taken lightly. Seven drafts were produced 

over a period of about ten years, and after much revision, the final
e

20Oath of Fidelity. Code of Canon Law, no. 833. This oath and also the
profession of faith were revised in early 1989 and can also be found in Origins
18 (March 16, 1989): 661, 663.



document Ex Corde Ecclesiae was promulgated on August 15, 1990.21 

The extensive preparation involved was well needed, for the 

representatives charged with its drafting soon found it difficult to 

write such a universal statement. In 1985 a "working draft" was 

finally distributed around the world for critiques and 

recommendations. A flood of responses "underlined the obvious 
difficulty of attempting to compose a document that would have 

universal applicability for Catholic universities with very different 

legal relationships to state governments in different parts of the 

world."22

The changes which were made in the proposal were based 

upon these responses and resulted in a much longer document. This 

November 1988 draft was then discussed the following April at the 

Third International Congress of Catholic Universities. Of one hundred 

seventy-five participants, ninety represented Catholic colleges and 

universities throughout the world, thirty-seven were delegates of 

various regional episcopal conferences, and the rest were non-voting 

representatives of religious orders, members of Vatican

congregations, invited guests and resource people.23 At the end of
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21 It would probably prove interesting and enlightening to trace the 
development of Ex Corde Ecclesiae through its various preparatory drafts. 
Obviously this task is out of the realm of this paper but the fact that this 
conclusion was reached on the basis of the general research done would seem

• to indicate a wealth of insight which could be extracted from an in-depth
undertaking.

22Joseph A. O'Hare, "The Vatican and Catholic Universities," America 160 
(May 27, 1989): 504.

23Ibid„ p. 503.
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their week-long study, ten summary recommendations were written 

and a fifteen-member committee was established to continue 
collaboration with the Congregation for Christian Education in the 

final revisions. The debates of this congress eventually boiled down 

into the following consensus:

The document should be positive, inspirational and future 
oriented . . . whatever normative principles are included in the 
document should be few in number, general in nature and 
interpreted and applied in accord with principles to be 
developed by regional bishops' conferences, taking into account 
regional laws and institutional statutes.24

The final document incorporated these proposals and the 

"reaction has been largely positive."25 The structure, similar to 

Sapientia Christiana, contains two parts. The first section is entitled, 

“The Identity and Mission of a Catholic University.” Much of this 

section is derived from the 1972 publication entitled The Catholic 

University in the Modern World which was mentioned above. The 

second section puts forth general norms, of which there are only 

seven. These norms are to be applied to all Catholic institutes of 

higher learning by local or regional bishops' conferences while 

conforming to Canon Law or other Church legislation.26 In an 

attempt to be consistent, the same two issues explored in Sapientia 

Christiana will be the themes here, namely academic freedom and

24Ibid.

25"A Charter for Catholic Universities" (editorial), America 163 (Oct. 20, 
1990): 259.

26E% Corde Ecclesiae 2.1.1,2
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the requirements of teachers in Catholic institutions of higher 

education.

Compared with Sapientia Christiana, academic freedom seems 

to be more explicitly addressed in Ex Corde Ecclesiae. The need for 

“academic freedom of scholars in each discipline in accordance with 

its own principles and proper methods, and within the confines of 

the truth and the common good” (no. 29) is recognized and applied in 

specific terms to theology. By means of theological research, the 

Church is served by a greater understanding, further development, 

and a more effective communication of “the meaning of Christian 

Revelation as transmitted in Scripture and Tradition and in the 

Church’s Magisterium” (no. 29). The theologian’s role is reaffirmed as 

entering the secular culture but theologians responsibly must 

“respect the authority of the bishops and assent to Catholic doctrine 

according to the degree of authority with which it is taught” (no. 29).

Academic freedom is therefore encouraged, but it must not 

infringe upon the authority of the bishops. This qualification or 

condition can clearly be understood, yet it seems to flow from a 

principle of a subordination of the theologian to the magisterium. To 

this extent, the role of theology does not seem clear in its definition.

Is theology merely a reflection on the faith which has already been 

taught by the magisterium, or can it enter into unknown territory?

In speaking about the requirements for teachers, Ex Corde 

Ecclesiae gives general directives but in particular focuses on the 
theologian-teacher. The fourth general norm, paragraph three, 

specifies that all Catholic teachers must be faithful to Catholic faith
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and morals in the teaching and research of their individual

disciplines. Non-Catholics are also to respect the Catholic tradition. 

Catholic theologians specifically are required to “fulfill a mandate 

received from the Church” and thus “are to be faithful to the 

Magisterium of the Church as the authentic interpreter of Sacred 

Scripture and Sacred Tradition.” What is the difference between a 

mandate and a canonical mission to teach? Is there a significant 

difference between the authority of those permitted to teach in an 

institution granting pontifical degrees and those teaching theology in 

a “regular” Catholic university? Or has the terminology and linguistic 

expression merely changed between 1979 and 1990?

Ex Corde Ecclesiae promotes the autonomy of the institution 

and recognizes its place in culture. This document strives to reach a 
balance for the Catholic university between providing education with 

and for the secular society and maintaining its Christian identity. For 

this reason, bishops are asked to take a responsible interest in the 

well-being of the institution, but the burden of “maintaining and 

strengthening the Catholic identity of the university rests primarily 

with the university itself.”27 Do theologians in Catholic universities 

and colleges enjoy a greater freedom than those teaching in pontifical 

institutions, especially in such matters as appointments, promotions, 

rank and tenure, and hiring? The responsibility of these important 

decisions, when left to the professors themselves within the

27£x Corde Ecclesiae, general norms article 4, paragraph 1; article 5, 
paragraph 2.



university, can constitute a quality of academic freedom and foster a 

greater internal concern among professors.

The question of academic freedom remains open and constantly 

challenges the Church to address more and more situations. When 

does research go too far? Is there a place for “speculative theology” 

in the Church? If so, is it to be confined to non-educational settings? 

By all means, the discussion on academic freedom is far from over 

and open dialogue must remain.
The tensions which can occur between professors of theology 

and the magisterium have seemed to increase in the past few years. 

The Charles Curran case has especially been the object of much 

public attention in the media. The prevailing uneasiness which has 

obscured the collaborative interaction which should exist between 

theologians and bishops desperately needs to be addressed.

Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian

The situation changed, however, when on June 26, 1990, the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith released an “instruction” 

concerning the vocation of the theologian within the Church. The 

document covers many topics: the vocation of the theologian, the 

role of the magisterium, the relationship between theologians and 

the magisterium, dissent, theological pluralism and academic 

freedom. Although the relationship between bishops and theologians 

is intimately connected and to some extent determined by the other

7 1

areas listed, it will be the focus of this discussion with the
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presumption that what has been written already will serve as a 

preliminary understanding of the roles of each in the Church.

The Vatican recognizes that the service of bishops and of 

theologians to the ecclesial community is ultimately striving for the 

same goal: “preserving the people of God in the truth which sets free 

and thereby making them ‘a light to the nations.’”28 The different 

functions of the magisterium and theologians forms a reciprocal 

relationship. “Theology strives to clarify the teaching of revelation 

with regard to reason and gives it finally an organic and systematic 

form.” The magisterium, on the other hand, “benefiting from the 

work of theologians, . . . refutes objections to and distortions of the 

faith and promotes, with the authority received from Jesus Christ, 

new and deeper comprehension, clarification and application of 

revealed doctrine.”29 This collaborative relationship takes on 

additional quality when theologians are granted a canonical mission 

or a mandate to teach. “In a certain sense, such collaboration 

becomes a participation in the work of the magisterium, linked as it 

then is by a juridic bond.”30 It seems that teaching authority is still 

viewed in terms of a juridical understanding.

Even though theologians to some extent can participate in the 

magisterium, they must assent to official teachings and submit

28CDF, Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian. June 26, 
1990, no. 21. Found in Origins 20 (July 5, 1990): 117-127.

29Ibid.

30Ibid., no. 22.



loyally to them, even if these teachings are per se not irreformable. 

“A theologian may, according to the case, raise questions regarding 

the timeliness, the form or even the contents of magisterial 

interventions. Here the theologian will need, first of all, to assess
® accurately the authoritativeness of the intervention, which becomes

clear from the nature of the document, the insistence with which a 

teaching is repeated and the very way in which it is expressed.”31 

The possibility for dialogue thus arises in the areas of expertise 

attributed to both parties.

The document admits the existence of tensions which may arise 

even under the best collaborative conditions. “The meaning 

attributed to such tensions and the spirit with which they are faced 

are not matters of indifference. If tensions do not spring from 
hostile and contrary feelings, they can become a dynamic factor, a 

stimulus to both the magisterium and theologians to fulfill their 

respective roles while practicing dialogue.”32

However, if the theologian has serious disagreements with the 

official teaching, loyal efforts should be made to understand the 

position of the magisterium. If the difficulty exists despite such 

attempts, it is the responsibility of the theologian to personally 

address the magisterial authorities “in an evangelical spirit and with 

a profound desire to resolve the difficulties.”33 The mass media

♦
31 Ibid., no. 24.

32Ibid„ no. 25.

33Ibid., no. 30.
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should be avoided. Deeper examination of the questions must always 

be the practice, although “it can be a call to suffer for the truth, in 

silence and prayer but with the certainty that if the truth really is at 

stake it will ultimately prevail.”34

Common to the three documents examined in this chapter is a 

changing self-understanding of the Church regarding teaching 

authority. On the one hand, academic freedom and the scientific 

competence of the theologian are endorsed. Yet on the other hand, 

when disagreements arise, it is the theologian who must silently 

submit to the magisterium. The role of a theologian as a teaching 

authority seems to have been reduced to a service performed at the 

requests of the bishops.

34Ibid„ no. 31.



CONCLUSION

By nature all people seek the Source of meaning, the Author of 

life, the Meaning of existence. A longing for the truth pushes all 

people to seek something beyond themselves. The faith which 

results is dynamic to the extent that its essence is never totally 

known; the truth must constantly be sought. In a similar expression, 

the Truth can never be possessed, as if it is an object which can be 
boxed into neat packages. Rather, Truth is pursued. Nevertheless, 

reason based in experience can be used to bring meaning to the truth 

of faith.

The tradition of the Catholic Church has emphasized the place 

for a teaching office to guard and protect the faith as well as seek 

new expressions of the divine Truth. This teaching authority has 

consistently realized the need for theology in the entire process to 

know God more fully.

This paper has attempted to provide a study of the 

magisterium, or teaching authority, in the Church in its historical 

contexts and in official documents. There has been a change in the 

way theology has been understood in relationship to this function of 

the Church. History shows that a teaching authority of theologians 

had been respected in the Church. Eventually the pendulum shifted 

to the position of a strictly hierarchical magisterium related more to
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juridical power than to a separate teaching service of the Word of 

God.

The role of the theologian in relationship to the magisterial 

function of the Church today needs further clarification. Only 

recently this subject has been addressed, and this in large part is in 

response to conflict and tension. No answers have been provided, 

aside from the fact that more ongoing dialogue and mutual respect 

must occur. Conversely, more questions than answers have been 

suggested; this in itself reflects the need for discussion.

This paper alluded to the explosive topic of dissent. Is dissent 

from non-infallible teachings at times justified? What is dissent? 
Strictly speaking, "dissent is the non-acceptance or rejection of a 

church teaching."1 Some authors allege that Vatican II gave rise to 

theological dissent. They claim that, for good or for bad, the Council's 

vindication of progressive theologians who challenged hierarchical 

teachings before the Council gave the impression to other theologians 

that dissent was fine. One writer attributed "the revolution of 

theological dissent" to those periti at Vatican II who opposed "safe 

theologians,"2 while another stated that "undifferentiated submission 

to each and every utterance of the Holy See turned into questioning 

and confusion."3 On the other hand, it has been affirmed: “By its

1 Daniel Pilarczyk, "Dissent in the Church," Origins 16 (July 31, 1986):
176.

2Germain Grisez, "How to Deal With Theological Dissent," Homiletic and
Pastoral Review 87 (Nov., 1986): 19-29, and 87 (Dec., 1986): 49-61.
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actually practice of revisionism, the Council implicitly taught the 

legitimacy and even the value of dissent. In effect the Council said 

that the ordinary magisterium of the Roman Pontiff had fallen into 

error and had unjustly harmed the careers of loyal and able 

theologians. Thinkers who had resisted official teaching in the pre- 

conciliar period were the principal precursors of Vatican II.”4

Dissent can take various forms. It can almost be plotted on a 

graduated scale between two extremes. At one end is an individual 

who is not able to interiorly assent to a given hierarchical teaching. 

The response might be silence or the difficulties may be revealed to 
a few close friends. At the other pole is an organized dissent to exert 

pressure for a change in the hierarchy's teachings. While "private 

dissent ... is readily tolerated in the church," the attempts to form 

"what amounts to a second, competitive magisterium of dissenting 

theologians" would be resisted.5 Obviously, many stages can fall in 

between these extremes. This in itself points to some of the 

difficulty which can arise once again in trying to define terminology.

Uncounted articles and books have been written on the subject 

of dissent. Perhaps this fact should serve as proof of the urgent need 

to address this topic. Discussion of the relationship between 

theologians and bishops could extend into numerous avenues. The

^Roch A. Kereszty, "Theological Dissent in the North American Church,"
Communio Summer 1987: 100.

4Dulles,”The Theologian and the Magisterium,” op. cit., p. 241.

5Roger Mahony, "The Magisterium and Theological Dissent," Origins 16
(Nov. 6, 1986): 374.
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current flood of concerns reflect a long period of silence which 

allowed tensions to accumulate. If unity is to be maintained within 

the Church, serious measures must be taken to reach an attitude of 

collaboration among bishops and theologians.

The Church in earlier times recognized two magisteria, that of 

bishops and that of theologians. They were seen as complementary 

offices of teaching in the Church. In today's Church, however, the 

magisterium seems to be identified almost exclusively with the 

hierarchy. The relationship between the magisterial function and 

theology has become one of domination in many respects: theology 

must submit to whatever the hierarchy says. Much can be learned 

from the structures of these two models. The dual magisterium of 

the Middle Ages promoted collaboration by its very nature. The 

hierarchical magisterium of the present day, however, is an 

inherently conflictual model. Wherever an attitude of power or 

domination prevails, tension and conflict are sure to follow.

This is not to say that all conflict is harmful. There are both 

good and bad aspects of conflict and tension. The end result depends 

however on the way in which disagreements are approached. As 

Pope John XXIII stated in his encyclical Ad Petri Cathedram in 1959: 

“Far from jeopardizing the Church’s unity, controversies . . . can 

actually pave the way for its attainment. For discussion can lead to 

fuller and deeper understanding of religious truths; when one idea 

strikes against another, there may be a spark. But the common 

saying, expressed in various ways and attributed to various authors,
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must be recalled with approval: in essentials, unity; in doubtful 

matters, liberty; in all things, charity.”6

The decision must be made: is the relationship between 

theologians and bishops in the Church today to be dialectical or 

dialogical? All else rests on the answer to this question.

*

6/ld Petri Cathedram, nos. 71-72.
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