The Charism of Providential Teaching¥*

In a review last month of Hans Kung's book Infallible? I set aside what
geemed to me the two most important issues for discussion in this article. They
were (1) the difficulty of reconciling our present knowledge of the early Church
with the claim that the Pope is infallible; (2) the philosophical problems
involved in the concept of an infallible teaching authority.

1. The Early Church

The following points form part of the traditional Catholic doctrine on the
infallibility of the pope and the college of bishops:-

(a) 'The bishops, who have been appointed by the Holy Spirit (Acts 20.28)
and are the successors of the Apostles, as true pastors tend and rule the flocks
which have been entrusted to each' (Vatican I. Dz 3061);

(b) The Pope is the successor of St. Peter as Bishop of Rome and as the
holder of primacy over the other bishops;

(¢) The primacy and supreme teaching authority of the Pope have been
recognised throughout the history of the Church (Vatican I, Dz 3056, 3065).

Now the history of the early Church casts doubt upon three points:

(a) It is a common opinion among scholars that it was relatively late in

the history of the Church that the bishops were seen as successors to the Twelve.
The Church elaborated the theory of the apostolic succession in order to resist
the pressure of gnosticism: the true Church was recognisable, not by its secret
teaching, but by its open rule of faith handed down from the aspostles through an
unbroken succession of bishops. But in the New Testament the Twelve scem to have
a unique, eschatological position, which cannot be handed on to successors. In
the words of H. von Campenhausen (1):

'The Twelve were formed in view of the coming kingdom of God, and they
cnter on their real duties only at the Last Day, whon they are to "sit on
twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel", It is in expectation of
this hour, which is to cxalt them %o the supreme honour, that they regard it
as their prime duty "not to depart from Jerusalem", They remain in the holy
city of the chosen people as a sign proclaiming and representing the coming order
and sovereignty of God.,!

'Tt was, therefore, natural enough that at a later stage - and perhaps not
only later - the twelve should have been regarded as already fulfilling this
function of supremc judges and rulers in the primitive community itself. Their
actual importance for the Church, however, was the product less of this
eschatological promisc than of the historical part which they had played in the
story of its origins. Tor the Twelve werc among the primary witnesses to the
Resurrection of Christ.'!

'Likewise, at the end of the century John the Divine sees in a vision the
Twelve as the foundation—stones of the eternal city of God; the twelve gates of
the city bear the names of the twelve tribes of Isracl, and the foundation-stones
on which they arce crected are inscribed with 'the twelve names of the twelve
apostles of the Lamb., As witnesscs to Jesus the Twelve have become the "foundation!
of the Church, and this significance, which they had acquired for the very first
generation of Christians, they retain to all cternity, corporately providing the
s0lid basc on which the whole structure rests.!

There is a further difficulty: it scems clear from the New Testament that at
first many churchoes were not rulcd by a bishop excrting sole rule. Philippi is
ruled by 'bishops Z_hote the plural_/ and dcacons! (Phil 1.1 - or docs he mean
'overscers and scrvants'?); Peter's Churches in Asia Minor apparently by elders
(presbuteroi, 1 Pet 5.1). In conncction with the church at Ephesus, Acts rofers
the words 'presbuteroi'! and 'episcopoi' to the came persons (20.17.28). In the
structure known to Clement of Rome and Hermas the rule of a church at thoe cend of
the first and the beginning of the second centurics was in the hands of 'leaders?,
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'bishops! or 'presbyters!, and 'deacons'. However it is only in the Pastoral
Epistles (regarded by some as a second-century pastiche) and the second-century
lettor of Ignatius that the three fold hierarchy of one bishop, presbyters and
deacons cmerges,

(b) Therc are some hints that as late as the first half of the scoond
century there is no single ruling bishop at Rome either., Ignatius makes no
mention of the bishop when he writes to Rome, though he mentions the bishop
of cach other church hc writes to. Clement, as he appears in his 'First Epistle!
and Hermas (Vis ii, 4.2.), seems much more of a sccretary writing on behalf of the
Church at Rome than the bishop who rules over the Roman Church and the whole
Church. It is true that succession-lists were compiled later, tracing the
succession from Peter down to the reigning Bishop of Romec, but a certain amount
of wishful thinking may have been nceded to fill the gaps in them.

(c) Fathers like St. Cyprian did not hositate to reject the teaching of the
Bishop of Rome, and to deny the papal primacy in theory and in practice.

If it is gronted that these points arc historically sound, they create
obvious difficulties to the doctrine of infallibility - above all to papal
infallibility, but the infallibility of the episcopal callege does not escape
altogether.

Two possible solutions may be suggested. The first is that episcopecy and
papacy are necessary for the completeness of the Church, even thouch it was some
time before they achieved their full development., If this view is accepted, it
follows that the Church has no right to discard thesc offices once they have
developed.

There is, however, a more radical solution possible: that the liturgieal,
pastorael and teaching powers, at present cxerciscd by the pope and bishops, are
cspential to the Churdh, but could in principle be exercised within a differcent
hierarchicalsgtructure. Edward Echlin pleads cloguently for a similar view (2):

'Clearly the papacy, as Pope Paul VI has acknowleged, is for many Christians
a stumbling block, However as theologians, both Catholic and refomed, are
rccognizing that the triadic ministry developed at a very early date but is not
the only apostolic order the church has known, Catholic theologians are acknowledging
that at some futurc date a radical reordering of Godl's people could take place,
cither by renewing a primitive order or by devclopment of o wholly new order.
Would it not be possible thereforc for Roman Catholics to rccognize that the
continuous Petrinc officc itself developed at a very carly date and that, while
a center of unity is necessary and that this center will be the bishop of Rome,
the continuity of the Papacy is an apostolic development, but a devclopment none—
theless? In a concise study of the Petrinc officc in the New Testament Myles
Bourke argues that *.., continuance of the apostolic office may indicate a contin-
uance of the office of the chief apostle. But there seems to be nothing said in
the New Testament which demands that continuance". Therefore, would it not be
possible for Catholics to profess the Roman primacy of service and love as o
historic reality which is not the only center of unity the church has known?
Would it not be possiblc and even necessary to profess that a monarchical model
for this officc is no longer relevant in a center of unity?'

The Lutheran scholar Carl Branten comes to a similar conclusion. He attacks
the traditional Protestant theory that the development of structures (such as the
monarchical cepiscopacy) was an early 'catholic!' corruption of the purity of the
Gospel. On the contrary, he arguecs, these developments are not corruptions but
exemplify 'the amazing floxibility and versatility of the early communities to
adjust to new situations ... It is in the light of this daring freedom to create
nev instrumentalities to serve her fragile unity and apostolicity that the
Protestant theologion ought to appleud the earl development from the apostolie
to the postapostolic history of the church,! (3

But, Braaten holds, Catholics also must revise their ecclesiology in the
light of carly church history. They must ‘acknowledge that what we have called
creative developments in second-contury Christianity, what others have called
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"eatholicizing" or "hellenizing", were very carly bolstered by historical

fictions .. The nced to strengthen the leadership In the church to cope with
hercsies and enthusiasms that broke out in the community was met by the development
of the episcopal office, tut the strength of this officce was inflated by the
historical fiction of a chain of succession that links up with Peter and the
apostles,'! (4) Braaten's conclusion is not that the Catholic Church should

abandon these offices for which false historicsl origins have been invented, but
that, though the officcs src o legitimate development, 'all special status,

overy privilegcd position, all illusions of grandecur'! should now be abandoned. (5)

An importont difficulty must be faced here. Vatican I, in its canon on
'the perpotual primacy of blesscd Peter in the Roman Pontiffs', teught that
this popal primacy was 'instituted by Christ the Lord himsclf, i.c. by divine
1ow (iurc divino)! (Dz 3058). Similarly the divine institution of the cpiscopal
office scoms at first sight to be implicd in the following chapter: ‘ZT%ho bishopqg7,
who have been appointoed by the Holy Spirit (cf. Acts 20.28) ond arc the successors
of thc Apostlcs! (Dz 3061). Now to =ny that thesc officcs arc of divine origin
is to imply that thoy arc not of humon origin (iure ccclosinstico); and this in
turn scems to rule out the possibility that thesc structurcs arc the crcation of
the Church, however much in harmony with the Gospel.

This would be, however, a falsc interpretation of the document., As Bishop
d!'Avanzo, tho spokcsman of the Deputatio de Fide, oxplained when discussing
proposcd amendments, the intention was to definc the fact that it wos of divine
institution that Pcter should have successors in the primacy, but the decrec was
so worded as to leave it open whether it was of divine institution that these
successors should be the Bishops of Rome. The original Canon II had been cxpresscd
in words which appcarcd to give an affirmative answer to the latter point, but as
this was not the intention of the framers, thce wording was changod. (6) DY Avanzo
grantcd that the vicw that the papacy could be transferrcd from Rome to another
soc was not tenable, as it was condemncd in Article 35 of the Syllabus of Errors
(Dz 2935)., (7) But latcr in his spcech he points out that this vicew, though
in itsclf not tonable is not in fact c¢xeluded by the wording of the deerce. (8

With regard to the bishops, the Council's intention was not to discuss
whether the cpiscopal office was of divine institution, nor even if the bishops
received jurisdiction immcdintely from Christ or through the popc, but rather to
discuss thc bishops! right to the immcdiante gxercisc of their jurisdiction, as
the Relator, Bishop Zinelli, made clcear. (éT”"in fact the words that gave rise
to the particular difficulty we arc discussing, the statement that the bishops,
'have been appointed by the Holy Spirit (Acts 20,28), and 2re tho successors of
the Apostles'! is an inscrtion which was made into the draft at the request of
onc of the bishops. It wne tnken over from the Council of Trent (Dz 1768), and
was descriped by Zinclli as 'not absclutely nccessary', ‘'innocuous!, 'according
to the wishes of many of the Fathers, and agoinst the wishes of none', (10) It
con hardly in that casc carry any dogmatic weight in the contoext,

The conclusion, thercfore, scems justificd that Vatican I does not provide
compelling rcasons for abandoning the thesis that, while the Petrine and apostolic
ministrics arc essential to the Church, the location of the Petrine ministry in
the person of the Bishop of Rome and the apostolic ministry in the person of the
bishops is not csscntial. A comparison with the sacramcnts is illuninating, It
is the Church's doctrine that the seven sacrancents were instituted by Christ, but
it has still been vossible for the Church to make mony changes in the sacramental
system., For cxample, confirmation scrves a purposc now that is very different
from its purpose in thc early Church, Morcover, it was not until the twelfth
century that the opinion that the sacraments numbered seven emerged clearly in the
Church., Indeced, some thcologians now hold that although the Bucharist was
cxplicitly founded by Christ (*Do this in mcmory of me'), some at least of the
othor sacraments may not have becen. Christ cxplicitly founded the Church to be
the fundenental sacrament, cndowed her with his own body and blood in the
Bucharist, and loft her to work out for horsclf the ways in which she should
exercisc her ministry of grace. But the sacraments con still be said to have
becn inmplicitly founded by Christ because the Church was founded by him to
continuec his own work snd cndowed with the Spirit by him, becausc the usc of
signs of gracc was part of Christ's intention, and becausc the Church in working
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out the sacramental system was imitating Christ's own ministry,

The ecumenical possibilities of this suggcstion that the Peotrine powers
of the Bishop of Rome ané the apostolic powers of the bishops night conccivably
be located clsewhere has immenscly important eccumenical inplications. But it
must also be borne in mind that somc Anglican thinkers would still welcome the
papacy =25 a focus of unity. Thc working document 'The Church and Authority!
produccd at the Venice neeting of the Anglicaon-Roman Catholic International
Commission speaks in thesc terms; under the heading 'The Anglican Viow of
the Koinonia and of Authority in the Church! the document says:

YAny view of the papal authority likcly to commend itsclf to Anglicans
would have to mekc clear that a notion of "primacy of service" was central,
Precise theological dofinition night well for many be less fundamental. It
is unlikely that many Anglicsns would be content with the 1870 definition as
it has been cxpounded up to the present time in the Roman Catholic Church,

'Anglicans believe that the commandment given to Peter is inherited in a
general sensc by the whole Church (%o which the power to bind and loose is
entrusted by the Lord in Matt.la) and in a particular scnse by every bishop of
the ecclesia catholica. The Petrine duty of shepherding thc flock is fulfilled
by every act of the teaching ministry of the Church, whether exorecised by
individual bishops in their own dioceses, or by bishops in Council, As bishop
of the universal Church, the bishop of Rome certainly inherits this task, though
not in such an exclusive scnsc that he possessce it as no other bishop or council
of bishops can. When he is scen to speak with the voice of the universal Church,
he speaks a truly Petrinc utterance. But this function does not exclusively
inhere in the office of bishop of Rome as such, Anglicans attach great importance
to the Lord's commission (or commissions) to St. Peter; but they can not accept
cither oxplicit or implicit assunptions that the Petrine text of Matt. 16 can be
transferred to the bishops of Rome, or that 'the Petrine office'! and 'the Papacy!
are virtually synonymous and interchangeable terns,

'The original toxt of the statement on the papacy by Lambeth 1968
contained these words. "Within the whole Collcge of Bishops and in oecumcnical
councils it is cvident that there must be a president whosc office involwves a
personal concern for the affairs of the whole Church, This president might most
fittingly be the occupant of the historic Sec of Rome."” The text then wont on to
suggest that a Papacy so understood would be regarded as "having a primacy of love,
implying both honour and service, in a renewed and reunited Church," BEven though
thesc words, as they stend, werc not included in the final text of the Lembeoth 1968
Statement, many Anglicans would argue that they do reprcscnt something like a
noderate Anglican view on the rolc of the Papacy in n reunited Church, eseee 1T
therc are substantial Anglican hesitations about the papacy as such, it would not
be unrcasonable to say that thesc generally have far more to do with the actual
exercise of papal authority (at various perieds in history) than with the papacy
itself or the subtletics of definition,!

2 Philosophical diffieculties

Kung argucs that propositions arc much too weak to carry the burden of
infallibility: words cannot convey our full thought, their neaning changes, they
can be used as slogans to discourage thought, and so on. I belicve that this
argument can be stated much nore cogently than this, and shall attempt to do so.

The troubldd about calling certain propositions 'infallibly truc' is not that
onc is cleiming too much for them, but thot one is not claiming enough. For almost
any religious proposition has an elenont of truth . In Karl Rahner's words:

'In the last hundred years we have rcached a situation in which a now
definition ean no longer be falsc. For in a new definition the range of lugitimate
interprotation is so wide that therc con no longcr be any error involved,! (11)

It is necessary to devote somc time to illuninating this startling proposition,
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Language is a defective means of conveying knowledge of God. Not many

cars ago philosophers of language uscd +o say that for a word to be meaningful
we must be able to define it by pointing to the thing or fact it represcnts

(by 'ostensive! definition, as it was callcd) or by the usc of other words which
arc ultinately capable of ostensive definition. Since Wittgenstein and Chomsky
that theory has begun to crcak, but the basic principle still remains sound: we
learn the meaning of words from oxpericnce, and if words arc not rclated to
expericnce (‘cashable', as the analysts of language like to say), they arc
neaningless = like algebraic equations which we cannot solve for lack of
sufficient data,

How then can tho transcendent God be duscribed in words? He is infinite,
unchanging, nccessery being, whercas our language develops from our cxpericnce
of limited, changing, contingent being. Of course, when we usc words which
ascribe to God particular ways of treating his creaturcs, thore is no special
linguistic problem, provided the trentment concorned is open to experionce, For
cxenple, when I say God is good, part of what I mean is thet the particular '
Joys and sufferings that come my way form part of the pattern of God's providence,
and arc for the sdvantage of nysclf and others. But we arc also saying soncthing
about God's personal 'Charncter!: that he is cencerncd for our good, that ho loves
us. Herc we arc reaching out beyond our cxpericnce.  For though by cxtrapolation
from our own thoughts, cmotions and desires we ean ghin somc idea of the inner
experience of another hunan being whom we call 'good!, God's inncr lifc is beyond
our concciving, Our expericnces are tinc-conditioned, subject to cthiecal norns,
involve us in the nced to choosc botween inconpatible valucs; God is changcless,
self-justifying, completely fulfilled.

The sane is truc when we spesk of Godls 'power'., We can expericncc the
cffeets of God's power in the universc, but we have no idea what God'ls power is
like as an inhcront quality. Ve know power as the overconing of obstacles,
somecthing that is rcleascd in particular bursts or o steady stream of cnecrgy;
God's power knows no obstacles, and its output involves no change in hinmself,

Whot we do, then, when we predicate qualitics of God is to ascribe to hin
particular offccts which arc in principlc obscrvable, and to apply to him the
qualities which we apply to human beings (or other ercatures) who produce similar
effects, (Of coursc, to say that God 'produces', 'effcocts' or 'causes! somcthing
is already to cxtrapolate a concept derived fronm cxpericnce into the tincless,
changeless, inconccivable state of God). 4 good nan treats others in the same
wey that God treats us; thercforc we eall God *good!, But what his goodness is
in itself remains hidden from us.

Ve may also have another truth in mind when we usc words to describe God:
that this unimaginable quality thet we attribute to God is the source of the
human quality thot we deseribe by the some nane, God, and perhaps more
specifically the second Porson of the Trinity, can be ealled good or Just,
beeause our goodness and justice is a participation in his, mcaning by this
Platonic expression that he brings it into being as an inage of hinsclf, in whonm
the quality cxists, in the scholaste phrase, 'in o more cninent way'. But what
this quality rniscd to an infinite degree is like, is beyond our cxperience.

Therc has been o constant tradition in tho Church, going right back to the -
Grock Fathers, which stresses the fact that God is unknowable. Gregory of Nyssa,
for e¢xanmple, in the fourth century wrote:

'it is inpossible to prosent accurately the God that is above understanding;
cven though onc were a Paul, who was initisted in incffable things in paradise,
even though he heard unspeakable words, thé ideas about God remain ineffable . , .,
for the divine naturc surpasscs every apprchensive faculty of the nind! (12)

'in this consists the truc knowledge of hime who is sought and in this his
truc vision, that he cannot be geen, bocousc that which is sought transeends all

knowledge, being sceparated on all sides by its inconprchensibility as by a darkmess!(1:

|




The Pseudo~Dionysius in the following century wrote cven more
emphatically:

'"The supercsscential Indefinite transcends the ¢sscnees, the unity that is
beyond mind surpasscs the minds; and the One that is beyond reasoning cannot be
reflected on by any discursive reason, the Good that is above words is inexpressible
in words, a Unity unifying 211 unity, supercsscntial Esscncc, Mind unintclligible
and Word unuttcrable; without reason, intelligence and nare, not having being
according to thot of any beings; being, it is truc, the causc of boing to all
things, yct itsclf non-being, becausc above all being! (14)

Thus to know God we have to rofuse to attribute o him any human concepts: it is
nere accurnte to speak of him as non-being than os being. This way of knowing
God was callcd 'negative (opophatic) theology!.

It docs net, of coursc, follow from this that specch about God has no meaning;
rather that its meoning is snalogical. hilosophers have various theorics about
the type of analogy involved. What is perhaps the most common cxplanation draws
on thc notion of proportionality: what the hunan quality is to a man, the divine
quality is to God. As God transcends language, so too the quality remains
transcendent, but the proportion itself hes neaning for us. Arithmetical
proportion illustrates the point, If it is given that x is to ¥y a3 9 is to 5,
we know the proportion of x to y cven though x and ¥ thenmselves remain unkmown.

Religious langusge can alse be called gymbolicnl, A symbol stands for or
points to somcthing beyond itsclf. Vhen we usc language symbolically to rocfor to
God, we usc words which nre cashable in torms of exporience te point to one who
is beyond cxpericnce, and to say soncthing that connot be said literally. The
Bishop of Durham, Ian Ramscy, hos sct the Tashion of describing this symbolical
way of referring to God as the use of models,

'...Theologions have far too often supposcd, and nistakenly, that the most
generalized doctrines were most free from ~1l contamination (as it would have
been judged) with nctaphor, or as I would say, models, But nonc of us must over
despisc the nodels whence our theologicnl discourse is hewn, for without thesc
we have no way to the cosmic diseclosurc and no way back to relevance, Without its
nodels, theology will always run the risk of being no mor¢ than word~spinning.
There is a theological sophistication which, as Mr, Heaton rcnarks is "pitiful
sclf-deception”, He continues: "Metaphor - morc metaphor - is all we have to help
us understend God, no natter how discreetly we try to disguisc the fact by thinning
out o sclection of images into pseudo~philosophical 'doectrines!., The 'fatherhood!
of God, thc 'Kingship' of God, the 'love! of God, the 'wrath' of God nnd the rcst
romain notaphorienl bocause they were and still sre attached at some point to human
cxpericnce, They would be incomprchensible (and thereforc uscless) if they were
not." Only whon we remomber that will our preaching "bocome at once more
persgonal, more imaginative and morc intclligible" He concludes: "At the nonent,
it really docs scem that we arc all desperately afraid of leaving the well-trodden
path of theological jargon and of cloining that ncasurc of imaginative freedon
which all the great preachers from Amos to St. Paul assumed - not as a right, but
as a pastoral nccessity,"1(15)

What has becn said about language which attempts to describe God is also
relevant to langusge which is inmediately concerncd with God's relations with his
creaturcs., Examples of such propositions are statomcnts about the redenption, the
cousality of the sacraments, the cucharistic prescence of Christ, or the condition
of human beings in the noxt world, In so far ns these particular aspects of the
relotionship between God and men involve human cxperiences in this world, languagoe
con cxpress them just as it can oxpress othor cxpericnces. But whon the statenents
say moncthing about God as he is in hinsolf they can only be analogical,

Now analogical statencnts begin to be uscd like literal oncs when the inage
loses its symbolical function and could bo replaced by o literal statemcnt. Tor
cxanple when we call soncone a swinec, we can define literally what we mean by the
phrase, and in such cases we can easily deternmine the truth or Talschood of the
phrasc. But a3 long as the words continuc tooperate symbolically we sre uncble
to give precise literal criterin for the truth or folschood of the statement, and
it is more helpful to spcak of the symbol as apt or inept, cnlightening or confusing,
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For cxemple, if I say a friend of minec is o horse, you might call the phrase
truc if you agreed with the rcasons, basced on his choracter, which I can give
for saying this, If you agrcc with the roasons but do not think the qualitics
particularly horsce-like you would say the inoge was confusing or not apt, or
'"That's no reason for calling hin a horse,!

Similarly when we nake nn analogical statenont about God, its truth will
depend on the reasons we can give, To take the cxanple of goodness again, we
call 2 human being 'good! if he unselfishly wonts what is truly the best for
another; I deducc fren expericnce that God treats us in this way, theroefore.he
nay truly be calloed 'good'. Again, woe call God 'intclligent' becausc he plans
and brings about the origin and development of the universe, But it is not cnough
th2at o truc rcason can be alleged., It is also nuccssary to alloge that the
rcason is not only truc, but also valid, This is the cquivalent of saying of o
netaphor that it is apt. If you called God angry, and gove us your reason his
hatred of sin and his punishment of sinncrs in the ncext life, I might reply, 'I
agrec with what you seoy, but I don't think that is a good reason for calling
God “ongry". I might think that angor suggests weakness and loss of sclf-control
too strongly to be a suiteble word to apply to God. But rather then say, 'it is
not truc thnt God is angry', I would bc expressing ny thought more clearly if I
said, 'If thot's what you ncan, I concede that it's truc', In other words, we
night call cven an incpt thoological expression true if a2 truc reason were given
for it.

It follows from this that we could make snalogical statenonts about God
that were nutually contradictary in logical form, but could both be truc. 'God
is angry! ond 'God is not angry' could both be true, ond not becausc we nean
soncthing different by the word 'angry! in the two instances, but becrusce we
could be awarce of both the suitability and the unsuitability of applying the
concept even analogically to God.

What is objectionable about most if not all ‘heretical' statencnts, is not
that the reasons alleged for them arc totally false, bulb that the analogical
formulation chosen was scen by the Church to be unsuitable, likely to give a
falsc inmpression, Tor cxample, the analogical proposition that there are two
persons in Christ is truc, becausc the recason that might be alleged is true,
nancly the conmpletencss of the humanity and divinity. But the formulation is
incpt, becausc it suggests Josus is sinply God's instrunent in redemption, and
that Jesus should not be adored., Rahner, thercfore, docvs not scen to be
ogaggerating wildly when he suggoests that almost any doctrinel forrulation will
be truec.

There is another reason why it is unsatisfactory to think of infallibility
as the guarantced power of noking true dogmatic statenents. A collection of words
arrenged in the form of o scntonce is not in itsclf true or falsc: its truth or
falsity depends on the meconing we ottach to the words. But how nre we to arrive
at the meaning whosce truth is gunranteced? Lot us consider thepossibilities:

(a) The infallible neaning is the 'plain sensc! of the words as they are
understood today. But this is sinply o form of fundamentalism, which like all
fundamentalisn inmplics that truth is rclative, as the neaning of the words veries
fron age to agec.

(b) Frén the meaning of the words at the tine the doctrine was fornulatod,
But in sonec instances, at lcast, the bishops who pronulgnted o doctrine at a
council did not all put the sane interprotation on the words, It is notorious,
for cxample, thot ot Nicaca the bishops did net 211 interpret the word
'consubstontinl' (honoousios)in the sanc woy. An coven rore decisive objection
to this explanation is thnot it is anti-historical, The thoologinns of an age
inuvitably think in terns of the presuppositions or ‘'nyths! of their age. The
fornulators of o doctrinc arc neo cxeeption. They cast their cosential doctrine
in terms of these presuppositions and myths, which they believe to be true, It
is perhaps only latir ages which con separate bosic infallible doctrine fron
fallible prosupposition - separating, for exanple the doctrine of original sin
defincd ot Tront from the nyth of the duscent of the whole rrce fron one Adon.
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(c) Fron the practical intentions of the fornulators, in so far a=s we
cen discover then. Dogmatic definitions are rarely, if ever, node for their
own sake. They nornally perform o function: nearly always the roefutation of
& heresy, sometinmes porhaps the clarification of an alrcady occepted belicf,
or the provision of a convenient declarntion of faith for a new or rcconciled
Christian. In many instances, thercfore, éne can detormine the neaning of a
fornuln by rceferring to on corlicor formula thot is being rejected or clarified.
For cxample, the sofest way of determining the neaning of tronsubstontintion in
the decrce of Trent is to cxanine the rival theorics that the bishops therc were
rebutting, (In advocating this method of interpretation, onc would be rejocting
the comnonly-held theory that the reasons nllegud by the promulgators of a dogna
are not the object of belicf. One would e saying on the contrary that the
neoning of o dognatic formulation is determined not so nuch by the words as by
the rensons adduced, )

The third of these possibilitios is the nost adequate of those so far
consider.d, but it hos its duficiencics. For it is not =lways evident with
sufficicnt preeision whnt belicf o doctrine wes intended to elarify, or what
hiresy to refute. This night be said, for cxanple, concerning the Assunption,
Lgoin, the theory scoms to execlude tho possibility that dognatic foundntions,
like scripturc, nay have o sensus plenior, that is, a meaning which was not
cxplicitly intended by the suthors, but which the Church later rends into the
words under tho guidance of the Holy Spirit. If, on thc other hand, dognas
nay be said to have such o scnsus plonior, this later intcrprotation of the words
noy be part, and cven the most inmportant part, of the infallible ncaning of the
original stntemont. For exanple, the dognas of the Inmneulate Concuption and the
Assunption werc intonded ~t the tine os definitions of Mary's privileges, but they
ore now often reintorproted as statenents of Christion anthropology or soteriology
28 cxenplificd in Mery,

The arguncnt, then, hos reached this point: to say thoat » dognatic statenent
is truc is so trivinl thaot to regord infallibility ~s the power to avoid orror in
dognatic definitions is to capty it of almost 11 its content. Moreover, sincc
there is no safc way of arriving ~t the necaning of the proposition whosc truth is
suarantecd, infalldbility is reduccd to the power to bring down fron on high
formulas whos: truth is gusrantoed but unknown, The time has conc to cxplore a
differont approoch,

The object of faith is ultinately not ideas or words, but the Word, Christ,
Catholic thinking ~t timcs hes intclloctunlized faith too much, although the New
Testancnt, St. Augustine and St. “honns Aquinns concur in teaching that faith is
basically not an intcllcectual oxcrcisc but o personal relationship with God,
John Coventry puts the point clearly:

'"Faith is prinarily in Christ, ~nd not in doctrincs; in God presenting hinsclf
for recognition ns o person, nnd not in any scricvs of statenents or nropositions,
which we nre asked to beliove.! Howcwer, 'In faith therc must be sonmc (not
nceessarily perfeét) understending of what God is telling us; therc nust be an
intellectunl clencnt of conprehension, sonc grasp of doctrine, i.c. what God is
teaching or rovealing.! (16

In other words, fnith is ultinotely a living personal rclationship with God
through Christ. But to rclate to = person, thot is to say to love hin, I need to
know him, Natural thcology apart, I know hin through his re¢velation, which cones
to n¢ in the form of propositions ~bout hin, New dognatic formulas are therefore
cssentially attenpts to clarify , noke relevent nnd prescerve fron distortion nman's
personcl, now propositional relationship with this Porson. The lox crcdendi, the
acceptance of dognas, is for tho soke of lex orandi (or rother the lex ﬂnandi),
vhich is decper th-n any propositions.

For cxanple, the Church rcjected the Nestorinn fornula of the two persons
in Christ becrusc it undernincd the Christisnds rclationship with his Redcencr,
naking it illogiecal for hin to turn to tho hunsn Christ for his redemption,
Sinilarly tronsubstenti~tion wons dofincd ot Trent, not for theoretical reasons,
but becausc it was thought that no other formula could safeguard the Christion's
relationship to his Lord in the Bucharist. In fact horcsics heve alwoys been
regarded, not neruly as foctuol errors, but as impictics, blnsphenies, which under-

pE——
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nine the Christian's proper rclotionship with God in Christ.

The essential purposc, then, of dognos is not intcllcetunl, not o
present facts about God, but to Fulfil %£$ prectical purposc of proteceting
the Church from thoe errors ossocintod with the controry teaching. As I have
tricd to show, the contrary horesics may well thensclves be truc. VWhat the
Church hos found objoctionchlc about thon is thet they produce nberrations in
the Christian's personal rclationship with Christ. There nrc of courso,
instonecs in vwhich a dognntic dofinition (e.g. the Lssunption) was not made
in order to countcr a hercsy, Here the purpose is to confirm the Church in a
particuler way of sccking the basic relationship with Christ.

Karl Kohner argucs along sinilar lincs.

'Bvery exereisc of an infellible toaching authority is partly a regulation
of lenguage, whother this function is consciously rccognized or not. This is
truc not only becrusc this ~uthority is centred upon n belicving consunity,
intends to forrulcote the cormon profession of frith, ond derives fron ond is sup-
portud by the common frith of the Church as a whole; and not only beecmmsc fron the
very beginning it hns necessarily o sociological agpeet, since in every instanco
faith and community arc mutunlly involved. But in addition tho excreisce of
teoching authority must involve the regulation of language becausc by its very
nature the truth to be tought con be cxpresscd only in inadequotc, ~nnlogous
concepts, These, unlik: univocsl concepts which can be shorply defined nnd
immcdintely verificd fron cxperience, permit nltcrnative concepts, which do
not ncecssarily deny the truth of o proposition under investigation, but remain
uncxpressed, or ot lceast not cxpressed in the sanc wey os the defined proposition .
Porhnps indced they should not b cxpressed ot all in this way. Concopts like
'person', 'nature!, fsin' ond 'original sin', 'tronsubstomtiation', 'glorification
of the body! cven 'infrllibility!, cte., arc nceessary as analogical, though
not clearly cnough defincd, concepts in such o way that the contrary st-tenent
is not necessnrily falsc, provided th-t it is not proposcd sinply as a ncgation,
the formel contradictory of the other gstatenoent, but as o statement intended to
nake 2 positive assortion.!

When the teaching nuthority pronounces o definition, 'onc concept is brought
by the definition into the forcgmwound of the Church's consciousncss of fai th
ond of her teaching, the other renains in the background. An inevitable and
essential aspect of the infallible teaching cuthority is precisely the right in
n believing ond teaching conmunity to propos¢ o regulation of language (which in
itsclf could have been different) without detormining the quostion of truth! (17)

At this point a difficulty nust be faced. Vatican I doclared that the pope's
cx-cathedra definitions were 'irrefornable! (Dz 3074): how can this be so if nany
other formulations would be true?

There is not time to go into this point fully hore: it must suffice to
refer the reader to the discussion of Gustav Thils in his thorough study of the
deerce entitled L'Infaillibilite Pontificate, His conclusion is as follows:

'In brief, what is irrcformablc is the ‘sententin definitiva", the doctrinal
Judgnent to which the negistoriun cormits ... its supreme authority' (18)

The tern irrefornable nust not, then, be interpreted in such a way as to
renove the possibility of ony developnent of dognns. The restatenent of a dogna
in defferent tcrns nust be possible, Dogmes are irrefornable in tho scnsc that
the Church can nover subsoquontly deelare then folsc, and nust always continuc to
affirn thot aspcct of the non-propositionnl basic rclationship with God which the
original definition was ncant to safegunrd,

The conclusions of this srticle nrc two. First, thc Church nccds to consider
whether the 'Petrine' and 'apostolic! officus, which arc essontial to the Church,
pight be cxereised in the futurc by othcrs opart from the Bishop of Ronc and the
collcge of Bishops, ns thoy scen to have boen in the c¢arly Church, Sceondly,
infallibility which is tho Holy Spirit's guarantce that the teaching authority
in the Church will remain faithful to Christ's revelotion, and which is eapable
of being cxurcisced at recognisabloe nonents, means the power to choose anong the
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nany possible truc statemcnts of belief the onc which the Church nceds ot thnat
tine in ordur to proscrve it in the right personal rclationship with God through
Christ, t is n charisn givon the Church to produce toathing that is not so nuch
tru. as providential,

E. J. Yarneld, S. J.
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