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1870: in search of a definition of the problem

Christians agree that the "deposit" of faith needs to
be protected as it is also to be reinterpreted and reanplied
in each age. This process of reinterpretion, halanced by
nrotection, we call 'development' a term which allows for
changes but at the same tie insists on continuity in identity.
Accordingly, although the Church has authority in controversies
of faith, its decisions are not to be extrinszsic to the faith of
the community, first enshrined in holy seripture and then
interpreted in the nind of the Church in iis transmission of the
truth of the Gowpel. In short, no teaching authority in the

Church can add new revelalion to the ori~rinal deposit.

The Gospel is commended to us by the authority of Christ
through his Church. To believe 1o to be asscciated with all the
people of Cod, who by faith are cne with the Lord and loolk to
the testimony of the prophets, saints and marty:s in cvery
generstion. The whole Church os a living organism is thercefore
a norm and test of authenticity in the widest sense and scope.
Local congresations in eucharistic communion, led by their
bishops, express their faith through synodical decisions, and
through assemblies of bishops decisions arc taken for the
cguidance of the faithful in matiers of faith and of conduct.

In exceptional circumstances a primate has to act on his own
(sometimes in face of =ome reluctance for a time to follow his
lead). As universal prima.es bishops of AQome, in the history

of the Church, have taken initiatives to protect and even to
enforc« the Church's maintenance in the truth. The institution
of the papacy has had a long hicgiory with some dork chapters;
but for the most part the popes have done much to steer the

Church out of grave dangers.

The questinon at issue between Anglicans ond Roman
Catholier is not whether this gift, associated with the role of
primatial authority in teachinsg and in jurisdiction, can ever
fail, but whether, in certain circumstances and subject to
careful conditions, the universal prinate's judgements can share
in that certainty of authority that Christians attach to the
faith of thce universal Church. That the universal primate
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should take a lead in the proesetoction and clarification of the
foith is non-controversial. But Anglicans, who have been out

of communion with the Roman see (since the papal excommunication
of Queen 3#lizabeth I7), do not nowinstinctively look to the see
of St. Peter to find the ordinary teacher of the Church with the
rizht to pronounce without his pronunciation being subject to a
higher instance and with a apiritual zift inherent in his office
and role enzabling him to suide the Church. This gap is more
nsychological than theological, and could be bridged if the road
to comnunion were otherwise open. In effect the difference
between those “who fgg-éﬁ;?tﬁ to papal infallibility' ( in the
éigorous terms of the 1370 definition) and thoge whe do not, can
be so small as to be reducible to the acknowledgement (or not)

of thizs locus of authority: In other words the difiniticn of
1870 iz not the additi.n of an instrument or organ of authority
that is taken to underpin other dogmas avpended to the deposit of
faith, To Anglicans, Tor whom the Church's need for a
universal primate to bind together all the local churches in
eucharistic communion is & non-controversial affirmation, the
1870 definition raises the question whether it is correct to ascribe
1infallibility' to certain, restricted utterances of the universal
nrimate., This problem is e¢specially felt if, a) this has the
consequence of devaluing authoritative nronouncements by the Pope
which do not fulfil the rarified conditions laid down in 1870

for infallibility; ©b) the only generally agreed instanccs of
infallible papal decisions arce the two Marian definitions whosc
significance is essentially devotional since in dommatic TLermo
they do not do more than illustrate or underline truths thot
already form parts of the agreed traditiong of faith.



