JARDIIAL RATZIWGER AND THE THRMENEUTICS OF THITY
A brief comment
Bdward Yarnold, S.J.

I am grateful for the Zditor's invitation to write shor
reflection on Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger's ~rticle 'Anglican-
Catholic Dialogue: Its Problems 2nd Hopes'. I read it with
admiration 2nd pleasure: I admired th» S-rdinal's srendth of
ecunenical vision and the boldness of his thought; + was
pleasecd that his responsibility as Prefect of the Sacred
dongrogﬂtion for the Doctrine of the [ :ith (ZCDF) was not
prevenying him from writing creatively as a private theologinn,

L wish to concentrate my attention on what the Cirdin:l cnlls

'the hermenentics of unity’'. He implies that the two processeg i

olved in the understanding of scripture, exegesis and hermeacutics,
‘ wighl

2001y 2lso to the Church's dogmatic definitions. Txeresis =met

o incdlwdrf the attempt to understand the meaning of the pope or

G bishops who formulated the definition; it rcouires the study of

the meoning of the terms used and the purpose which the “nuthors

/ »  had in mind, as far as this can be discovered by historical
&

research. Hermeneutics, on the other hand, involves the

attempt to distinguish the essential truth of a doctrine from
: _

the historically-conditioned form in which that truth is dcfinecd;

—— R

it involves also the attempt fo restate this essential truth in

the terms of other ages and cultural situctions. Unlike uxeo-

esis, which is the work of the historian, hermeneutics, involvins
only

the discernnent of the truth of—Fre—Sosvelts canﬂpe performed

within the community of faith.

“he application of hermeneutics to dosmatic formmalas is not,
of course, a2 new discovery. 1t is implied, for example, by
Newman's theory of the development of doctrine, and of the pover
living ideas hnve to assimilate new ideas: 'life is char-cter-

ized by growth, so that in no respect to grow is to cense to }ivc.f



The SoDF itself ten yeoars ago #£A/EEE expounded a theory of

dogaetic definitions which implies the need of hermenentice in Their

interpretation. The passage in question, which is #eder—Ffrom .

cont :ined in = Declaration designed to correct pisvhderst-ndings
rbout the nzture of the vhurch 2nd to warn wrainst dogmatic
relativism, is so little known that it scems worth auoting it in
full.

The transmission of divine Revelation by
the Church encounters difficulties of various
kinds. These arise from the fact that the
hidden mysteries of God *“by their nature
so far transcend the human intellect that
even if they are revealed to us and accepted
by faith, they remain concealed by the veil
of faith itself and are as it were wrapped
in darkness.” Difficulties arise also from the
historical condition that affects the expres-
sion of Revelation.

With regard to this historical condition,
it must first be observed that the meaning

of the pronouncements of faith depend part- ©

ly upon the expressive power of the lan-
guage used at a certain point in time and

in particular circumstances. Moreover. it (3/

sometimes happens that some dogmatic
truth is first expressed incompletely (but
not falsely), and at a later date, when con-
sidered in a broader ccntext of faith or
human knowledge, it receives a fuller and

more perfect expression. In addition, when@

the Church makes new pronouncements she
intends to confirm or clarify what is in some
way contained in sacred Scripture or in pre-
vious expressions of Tradition; but at the
same time she usually has the intention of
solving certain questions or removing certain
errors."All these things have to be taken
into account in order that these pronounce-
ments may be properly interpreted. Finally,
even though the truths which the Church
intends to teach through her dogmatic for-
mulas are distinct from the changeable
conceptions of a given epoch and can be
expressed without them, nevertheless it can
sometimes happen that these truths may
be enunciated by the sacred Magisterium in
terms that bear traces of such conceptions.

In view of the above, it must be stated
that the dogmatic formulas of the Church’s
Magisterium were from the very beginning
suitable for communicating revealed truth,
and that as they are they remain for ever
suitable for communicating this truth to
those who interpret them correctly. It does
not however follow that every one of these
formulas has always been or will always

be so to the same extent. For this reason
theo_logians seek to define exactly the in-
tention of teaching proper to the various
formulas, and in carrying out this work they
are ?f considerable assistance to the living
Magr;terium of the Church, to which they
remain subordinated. For this reason also
it often happens that ancient dogmatic
formulas and others closely connected with
them remain living and fruitful in the habi-
tual usage of the Church, but with suitable
exp_osnt_ory and explanatory additions that
mamta.lr! and clarify their original meaning.
'In adfiztmn, it has sometimes happened that
in this habitual usage of the Church cer-
tain ol'. these formulas gave way to new
expressions which, proposed and approved
by the sacred Magisterium, presented more
clcarly or completely the same meam‘ng?‘



3
2imilarly the present Pope wnd Pope Pl yI oan severtl
honre w~
occasions spokeaof plurifonnity & doctrinnl expressions o
. _

something to e not merely tolerated but positively deoirec,

Thus ~ope Faul VI, preaching in the Tateran Basilica in the

presence of < delegation from the Tcumenical Patriarch of vonsot-
antinople on 24 January 1372 spoke of St Cypriasn's concept of
the Church =s
n cnmposite and articulated body, in which ports -nd
groups can be modelled in prarticulrr tvpical forms, - nd

functions can be distinect, though fraternal =nd converg-
ing. Here, in the he-rt of unity -nd the ccatre of
catholicity, we dream of the living besuty of the Brice
of Zhrist, the Church, 'wrapped in her any-coloured
caraent' (Ps 45.15), clothed, we mean in n legitiante
plur:lism of trgadition:l eypressions.3
The term ‘'‘traditional expresszions', it is true, has 2 wider
reference than formulations of doctrines, but can hardly O i1 4
iaclude them. In speaking of 'typical forms', *fape Pl laent
his authority to ardinsl Villebrand's vision of '2 plur-lity »f
typoi within the commmnion of the one and only Zhurch of Shrist'.
The C=2rdinal, who is Procident of the Senretariat for Christi=-n

Unit hod expounded this view in o germon he osre~ched i - mbori:
) & 5

1 or
in January 19;0. e explained that 2 typos is ‘2 harmonboug ~nd
organic whole of complementary elemeats', vhich include litursy,
gpiriturlity ~2nd canon law. Firast on the Znrdinal's list of

these elements was 'a characteristic theological wethad ad
such
apuroach'., He did not expressly conclude that/~ voricty of

theologicnl methods and poroaches neces arily re nalts i
a plurality of doctrinal formilation, but the conclusion secns

inescapnble.

The present Yope has spoken in the same vein. Yor ex~mple,
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addressing o delegation from the goptic thurch on the subicct #4
of dinlogue, he a2ffirmed that |
fund;ﬂentml to this dinlogue is the recognition th
the richness qf this unity in faith ~nd spiritu=l life
has to bhe expfeﬂsed in diversity of forms. ﬂnity -
whether on the universal level of the local level -
fdoos not mean uniformity or the absorption of one group
by another. It is rather at the service of =211 groups to help
each live better +the proper gifts it h=s received from
Yod's Spirit.S
On 2 less formal occasion, =t the end of 1980, “ope John 2 ul
expounded a theory of dogmatic hermeneutics, though without
employing the term. . 'The sense of the relative,', he =aid,
which has nothing to do with scepticism, teaches us to dis-
cern what is essential. A certain number of diffiecultiecs
in faith ... are due to relwtivising the -~bsolute "nd
absolutising the relative.6
Accevtrnce of dogmatic pluriformity iamplies acceptance of

dogmatic hermenentics, for the pluriformity arisesfrom the rest-te-

ment of dochrines in different terms. "hat seemg origin~l in
@xplic L rcegraXion
Jardinal Ratzinger's theory gf is the wé-rotramnc thot this

hermenentic process necds to be conducted with reference to the
statements of belief of other ‘hurches. '"Unity', he writes,
is a fundamental, hermeneutic principle of o1l theology,
md we mast learn to re~d the documents which h~ve heen
handed down to us, according to the hermenenutics of naity,
which show up much th= it is new 2nd open doors where only
bolts were visible before. Such hermenentics of uuity
"will entail reading the statcments of both parties in the

context of the whole tradition and with 2 decoper underet

ing of Scripture. This will include investigalbing how
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Insert on p. 4
'he application of these principles enabled both popes on several
occasions to affirm that Catholics and 'Monophysites' (Copts, Syrian
Urthodox, Armenians and Lthiopians) shared the same faith concerning the
full humanity end divinity of Jesus, even though the 'lonophysites'
reject the Council of Chalcedon's definition which attributed to Christ
the two natures of God and man, For example in lay 1980, Pope John rzul
1I, addaressing the Syrian Urthodox Patriarch of Antioch, referred to a
common declaration EfZf/ which the iatriarch had made nine years earlier
with +ope Paul VI, in which the two leaders recognised that,
even if over the centuries difficulties have arisen becnuse of the
different theological expressions which have been used to express
our faith in the vord of God made flesh and become really man, the
faith we intend to proclaim is the aame.éﬂ
‘he startling ecumcnical imp}ications of such language has not been generally
grasped, The two popes, by applying the hermeneutics of unity, have been
able to conclude that Catholics are one in faith with other Christians who
f¢4¢ are unable to recognise a council which Catholics regard as binding.
The application of this principle to relations between Catholics and Anglicans

has still to be explored,
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decisions since the separation "nve becen shamped

with 2 certain particularisation both as to langunge nd
thought - something th 't might well be transcended without
doing violence to the content of the siatements. Ffor
hermneneutics are not a skilful device for escaping from
burdensome authorities by = change of verbal function
(though this abuse has- often occurred), but rather ~oporrehe:

ing the word with 2n understanding which at the same tine
¢

covers in it new possibilities.

“Is"the

ede to ber

ML The Cardinal's point can perhaps be put in this way.
Since the definitions which have been made since the division
of Shristendom will be in danger of suffering from a one-sidencss,
a limitation of wvision, or a lack of balance, in discerning

of one Church,
what is the essential truth of 2 doctrine/hermeneutics will h-ve
to toke into account the statements of faith of the other Churchaor
. cowe

for example, the "ridentine definition & the conversion of
the substance Jf bread into the substance of the body of Yhrist,
Wk;ﬂb'/ o beakK %
swgmmsx) the appearances remain unchanged, suifers from c_abeente
ofA the sacr mental dimension, which was preserved In the
Anglican trndition, which in its turn was lacking in emphasis on
the reality of Christ's presence. Tei¥her Church nezds to

(M\-
renounce its tradition; -ebth necds to share the insights of the

other.
There is, however, one sentence in Jardinal Ratzinger's =rticlc

which is written in a different spirit from the rest. L refer

=

to the pas:.age in which he seems to be adding his personal
aporoval-to the SUDF's criticism of ARCIC. fe/writes of
the particular areas in which full agreement h2s not yet

been reached, =2nd which were noted in the communication

from the Congregation gf for the Paith: Zuchorist



with emphasis on sa:rifice, transubstantiation and, accord-
ing to circumstances, adotation of the consecrated species;
sacramental nature and content of the priesthood ...:
theological substantiation and concrete ecclesiastical
content of the Petrine office.8
The Commission didnot,indeed, speak of 'full' agreement. But

the members believed that they had reached 'substantial' =zgrecment,
or ~grecment over essentials, concerning 211 these points of
c¢octrine except papal infallibility (though claiming even here

g

thot substantial agre .ment was possibl&. “his sgrecment woe
renched precisely by practising = form of the hermeneutics of unity,

'sceking to pursue together that restatement of doctrine which new

times and conditions are, as we both recognize, regularly calling iny
10 4 ’
for'. The SCDF, on the other hand, does not seem to have graspcd g,

chﬁ hermeneutics of unity, 2and seems in danger of falling into
the danger which Pope John Paul pointed out, that of 'absolutising
the relative'.  One example of their method must suffice.
heurts R
14 would be¢ helpful, in order to permit Cotholics to sec
Bl fulln fullny apramed an (on ponls, § walle. Aean
that this real presence of the sacrifice of Christ, accomp-
lished by the sacrament2l words, that is to say by the minist
ry of the priest saying 'in persons Shristi' the words of
the Lord, includes a participation of the “Church, the
Body of Christ, in the sacrificial act of her Lord, so
that she offers sacramentally in him and with him hig socrif«
ice. Moreover, the propitiatory wvalue th-t C=atholic dogmn I
attributes to the Zucharist, which is not mentioned by
ARCIC, is precisely that of sacramental offerinq.ll
Xln other words, it would have been helpful to Crtholics if the
agreement had, been made explicitly in CGatholic terms. Where are

the hermeneutics of unity?

In his addre_gs to the members of the Comuission in 1980,



:ope Jéhn Paul accurately defined ARCIC's method:
Your method has been to go behind the habit of thought
and expression born =nd nourished in enmity =and contro-
versy, to scrutinise together the great comuion treasure,
to clothe it dn 2 langusge at once traditional -nd
expressive of the insights of an age which no longer
glories in strife but seeks to come togetrer in listening
to the quiet voice of the Spirit.12
hese words obviously do not comstitute an aporowal of 211 the
Gomaisu;oﬂ% results. But they do imply #U¢ =pproval of its method,
the method of Cardinal Ratzinger's kermeneutio of unity, which the
SCDR seusi§u3£;§ failed to understand.
It is to be hoped that Catholics throughout the world, in assessing the
a#RCIC agreement, will be guided not only by the Ubservations of Gardinal%

RHatzinger's oacred Congregation, but also his own hermeneutics of unity.

7ix
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