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I ,J.m c;r '.l,t eful f or the Edit or' s i nvit '_ltion to writ e , ~-::h or 

reflection on Cardina l Joseph R').tzinger•s qr t icle 'Anglic ~n-

G~1.tholic Di a logue: It s Probl ems CJ.nd Hopes' . I r e s.d it vii th 

admir ':'Lt ion ·J.ncl ple a sure: I 9.dm.ired t h :·: 1] ·-.rd i n:1. l I s :rr w-'..d th of 

e cu menic a l vi s ion '.l.nd the boldnes r::; of his thought; 1 was 

pleas e d tha t his res p ons i b ility as Prefect of the ~ ~cre d 

0 ongre g a tion f or the Doctrine of t he [<' dth ('~CDF ) vm,s not 

pre ve nJing him from writing cre 'l.t ive ly as a priv at e theolo it i ·m . 

1 i:.r i sh to conc r.mtra te my o.ttention on vvha t the C ·1.rd i w,.l C '\ l l:c; 

'the hermeneutic s of unity'. He i mplie s that the t wo proc cs:::,cr: :i. _ 

olved in the underst a nding of s cripture , exe g es i s a nd hermcmcutj_c c; , 
w ·, II 

:.1pp ly '7, l s o t o the Church' s d ogmatic def initions. ;~x e r e S i S ~47_;1,9;t 

:V\c..-l-....~ the ·7.t t e mpt to u nd e r s t a n d the mc1.n i ng of the pope or 

bishops who formul a ted the def inition; it r c ri uires the :.3 tudy of 

the mc '.J.ni n g of the terms used 1.nd the purpose v,hich the ' 1,1tb.ors 

had i n mind, a s far as thi s c ,m be d iscovered by historic :1. l 

re search. Hermeneutic s , on the other h and, i nvolve s the 

a t t empt to distinguish the e ssentia l truth of a do ctrine f r_g rn 

the hist oric ~lly-conditione d form i n which th ').t truth i s def ined; 
~ -- --- ... _,,_~ -----

it involves also the a ttempt to r estate thi s esse nti3, l truth in 

the terms of other a g e s and cultura l s itu~tions . Unlike ,, x e c -

es is, which i s the work of the h i s torian, hermeneutics, i nv01vinf 
Q&A,l1 

the d i s cern11ent of the truth o.;t: th.e U~opcl, c an be performed 
/\, 

wj_ t h in the CO fil[t1Uility of f -=i. it h . 

.Lhe n,pp1 ic a tion of he r men e 1Jtics to clo t m::i.tic fo r mul as i s not , 

of course, a new d i s covery. .it is i mp1 ie d , for exa mple, by 

ri e w-man' s theory of the d eve lopment of doctrine , :m d of th8 f)(Y:,'Gr 

living ide as h ,::,,ve to as s i mila te new i de 1,s : 'life is cbar ~cter-

ized by gr owth, s o tha t i n no respect to grow is to ce 1,se t o Jive. , l 
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cJ. ,) g:11.0::.tic def i ni tions ,,,,h i ch i mrli.es the ne f) d of h e r meneutic s i n their 

i nt erpret ;:i, t ion. The pc1,s s ::i,ge .i. n questi on, which . i s to.lrn~om::-

cont ' ined i n :.1. DGcl a r 'l.tion c1er:-Ji gn e d to c or rect mi subde r s t "1.n( :Lngc; 

,:,.bou t the n o,ture of the .)hurch qnd to warn '.:i,w1 i ns t d ogm8.t ic 

]·_s s o little known t b .c:i.t i t s e ems worth ci uotinc it i n re l·J,t i vism , 

f ul l . 

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 accepte~ 
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. 't 

With regard to this historical condition, 
it must first be observed that the meaning 
of the pronouncements of fait'h depend part- (!) 
ly upon the expressive power of the lan­
guage used at a certain point in time an? 
in particular circumstances. Moreover. _it (IJ 
sometimes happens that some dogmatic 
truth is first expressed incompletely (but 
not falsely), and at a · 1ater date, when con­
sidered in a broader context of faith or 
human knowledge, it receives a fuller and 
more perfect expression. In addition, when {!J 
the Church makes new pronouncements she 
intends to confirm or clarify what is in some 
way co11tained 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. "A.II 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 c~n be 
expressed without them, nevertheless 1t 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 Ch~rc_h's 
Magisterium were from the very begmmng 
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 

fbe so to the same extent. For this reason 
I theologians seek to define exactly the in­

tention of teaching proper to the various 
formulas, and in carrying out this work they 
are of considerable assistance to the living 
Magisterium 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 
expository and explanatory additions that 
maintain and clarify their original meaning. 
In addition, it has sometimes happened that 
in trus habitual usage of the Church cer­
tain of these formulas gave way to new 
expressions which, proposed and approved 
by the sacred Magisterium, presented more 
clearl~ or completely the same meanin~~ 
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Jimi l ~rly the pre sent pope 
~ 

rnd p ope O 1u l VI on sever •1 
v,,"" 

oc c .·J.s ions :=,: poke" of f) lurif onrn i ty _,. a octrirl'7. l ex pre s F!iorn=; ,... 
:=1ome thing to ,c=: no t me r e ly t Jle r J. t c d but 9,,s itively cl c::_; irc( . 

-L 
Thus ope Paul VI, pre a ching in the La tera n Basilica i n t11e 

p r esence of ·1, de le gation fro m t h e ;,;cwne ni c ·1 l P 'Ltri :::,rch of 0 on< 1t-

':m tinop l e on 24 J a nuary 1 972 spoke of S t Cypri g,n ' s conce pt of 

a co mpo site c1nd art icul~t e d body, i n wr1 ich fY 1rt s rm_d 

gr ')ups c an be model led i n fnrticnl ·,.r t ·rpic <J, l. f or ns , ·n d 

functi Dns c a n be d i s tinct, t hough fr 9,ternal ,-:.nd c onvcrv -

i nt: . Here, i n t he he ·trt of u n i t y ,_mcl the, c c:1trc of 

c ~t holi city, we dr e ~m of the living be~uty of the Dri6e 

of -::!hr i s t, the ,]hurch, ' vvr ·Lpq e d i n he r 11ny-colo 1Jr cc" 

{'JT :nent• ( P s 45.15), clo t hed , v1e men.n i n ·1, l e z i tL1'd;c 

plur 1li sm of tria dition tl expres s ions . 3 

'l'hc t erm ' tr ::dl ition:1, l cxpres ~, i :,ns ', i t is true, h ~Ls --;_ \".'i c]c r 

r efe r ence th :m f ormul e1,tions of d octrines , but c ·_1.n h -,.rcUy J' Ll t, 

j_n clude them . I n sp e a kine; of 1 t ypic '.1 l for ms ', .t' ,;:)c P ·,1,11 l e::1.t 

h is J,uthori ty to :~;-1.rdirn. l H l l e b r-1.nd ' s vi s ion of ' ,, pl nr 0.lity ,-if 

typo i v:i t h i n the CO in:nun ion o f thG one ".nd on l y Jhurch of '; :1r i_f, t' . 

The ,:> :,r din:J.. l, who i s Pr '), i dent of t h e_ ·::;er;rctari '7.t for ·;hr i s ti·,.n 

Unity, had e x poundec-:_ t h h ·, vi ew i n ·1. f;c r mon h:c; pr e ".che d i _, > ' rnor i r" • c: 
7 

i n cT1,nuc1,r y 19~0. lie e xp ] ';. ine (l th 1t '7, t ypos i s I ·~·, h::ff!Il 0 ]11)1J;:; r,,t d 

or{;:0m ic v-rhole of c ,mple ment ,-iry e le meGt s ' , vrhich l n clude l it :1r.c y , 

sp ir :L t lP.li ty ,,.nd C'l.n on l aw . 

these c le ments v1a s ' '..l c h .'J,r '.1.c t cristic t h •. oloeic ·,.l ilctb ,d .:-lC:: 
t such 

-:i, p ) ro a ch'. He d i d not ex prc :7, sly con clude thc1.t/ '.. v 1.ricty of 

thco l ogic ",l me thods '.:tnc1 1p_lro a chc s nc c cD ·1.rily re 11ltr; i ,1 

a p lur .'J.li ty of d · ,ctr i ll' \ l f or 1nul r:0,t i on , but t h e con e l 11s ion f~e c: 01c: 

i nc :3 C J .. f) :::ble . 

The pr osent Pope h a s spoken i n the same ve in. 
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'.J,d dres c:: ing 0, d e le g ,:1,tion f ro r;1 the Co ptic ·1hurch on the su iJ:ic ct li 

of d i a logue, he ·1,ff irmed thclt 

~und ·Lnent :11 to this cU ·1.logue i s t h ,, r ec ocn j_t ion t h t 

the r ichness of this unity i n f 'l, i th :,nd s piri tu 0 ::.l l i fe 
. ·, -· ,J .. . 

has to b ~ expre ss ed i n d ivers ity of f nr ms. TJn it y -

whe ther on the universa l level of the loc ~l l evel -

1do cs no t me a n u niformity or the a bsor ption of one group 

& ;;her. It is r ather :tt the s e rvice of 111 groups to he lp 

e a ch live b e tter t he proper g ift s it h ~s r e ceived from 

u od' s S.pirit. 5_ 

On a le ss forma l occ a sion, ·J.t the end of 1980, .i:' ope J ohn ?"• u l 

expounded o, the o-r;y, .o_f d~gm:1-t ic hermeneutics, t hou eh with nut 

employ ing the term. 'The sense of t he rela tive 1 •, he sn i d , 

which has nothing to do with s c ept ic i sm, t e ·1che r, 1.1.~J to cJj c:,_ 

cern wh a t is. es s entia l. A cert a i n numbe r of d i f f icu l ti e s 

i n L lith ... a re due to rel 'i,tivis ing t he ·-1.bsolute 1nd 

· 8.bsolutising -the rela t_ive. 6 

A. cc e pt -:1.nce of dogmatic pluriformi½Y implie s acce pta nc e of 

d ogmnti•c he r 1noneutics, f or the pluriformi ty ari se ) fro m the rest r:. te -

ment of doctrines in different terms . 11 hqt se 0_m$ orig iw•.l i n 
-'Z1<f'/;l.,:r ~vv",,, 

J a rdin '7. l R7,t zinger' s theory l/ is the ~ tE1 ol 0 L ,111ITT::ng- ths,t t h i s 

hermeneut ic proces s ne e d s to be c onducte d with refere nc e to the 

st a te ment s of belief of othe r Churches . ' Unity ', he wr it es , 

i s -~ fund ament a l, he r rnc .t1e1J.tic :[;)rin ci 91.e of o.11 t11c o]_opy , 

'l.nd we mu s t le 2rn t o re "'.d the d ocuments 1.vhich b ·1,v e :been 

h ·].nded d own to u s, o.ccord i ng t o the he r mene i.:i.t i c s of 11 -, i ty, 

wh ich s how up much th ·;.t i s new rm d open d oors ','he re on l y 

bolts we re vi s ible before. Such hermeneutic s of u n ity 

• wil l e nt ~il re ~d ing the s t ~t cments of b oth p a r t ie s i n th~ 

c ontext of the whole tra d ition ·1.n d with '.1 de e pe r 1,w dr :r s t 

ing of Scripture. Thi s \Vill i n clude i nv est .i g '!.t ing hn i:J 
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fhe application of these principles enabled both pope s on several 

occasions to affirm that Catholics and 'Monophysites' (Copts, Syrian 

lJrthodox, Armenians and .Bthiopians) s hared the same faith concernin g t he 

full humanity and divinity of Jesus, even though t he 'Ifonophysite s ' 

reject the Council of Chalcedon's definition which attributed to Christ 

the two natures of God and man. For example in hay 1980, Pope John j--·s.ul 

II, addressing the !:>yrian Orthodox Patriarch of Antioch, referred to a 

common declaration t~tt/ which the ~atriarch had made nine years earl ier 

with .1.·ope .Paul YI, in which the two leaders reco gnised that, 

even if over the centuries difficulties have arisen bec:1use of t he 

dif£erent theological expressions which have been used to expres s. 

our faith in the ~.'ord of God made flesh and become really man, the 

faith we intend to proclaim is the same.blit 

'J.'he startling ecumenical implications of such language has not be en genera l ly 

grasped. '.i:he two popes, by applying the hermeneutics of unity, have been 

able to conclude that Catholics are one in faith with other Christians who 

t~iJ 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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decisi ons s inc e the separa tion ~~ve been st~mpe d 

vii th .~:;, cert a in p a r t icul :-1.risa t ion b oth 'J. S to l ,m t?,11. :J,g e '.nd 

t h ought - s ome thing th .··t mi gh t we ll be tr 0i,nscend ed ,.·,rj_thout 

do ing violence to t h e contcmt of the s 1>:1tement s. :Y or 

h e r~eneutic s a re n ot a skilfu l device for esc ap i n g from 

burden s ome authorities b,y a ch ~mge of verbal funct i on 

( though this a buse h a s - often oc curred ), but r :'."l, t hGr '=1.p)reh r; :"~ 

ing the word with ':ln unde r s t a n d ing which nt the s~i,,ne t i rae c. 

c ov ers in it new p oss i bilities . 7 

-What ocemS-or1g1lml in Cardin.;,1 Ra tzingc r"o eJcpooit i on----w-"'th\:: 

-cJcplioit re c Ot fii Lion LlLt t h ia he I M:ne ctt ie pr ace f'-\S n e ed...B. -tD_Jio ~'" 

-;1¥1,,f, '.IThe C'.lrdinal' s p •) int c a n pe r h ':l.ps be put i n thi s vn.i.y . 

S inc e the definitions wh ic h h av e b ee n m2dG s ince the rLi vj_ s i on 

of ~hristen d om will be i n da n ge r of suffering fro m a one - sideness , 

a lLnit <:Ltion of vision, or a l s.c k of ba l ance, in d i~-i cerning 
iii. of one Church , 

vrhat is the essential truth of a doctrine/he r meneutics \'fill Jr~ve 

to t ~tke into o,cc:ount the st a tements of f a ith of the other C:1urch •:)C: 
C.O Iii.Go~ ·.i: -· • --- 0 

}t'or example , the ridentine definition Er the conver:3i on of 

the s_ubstance ;i f bre a d i n to the s ubst s,n c e of t he body of. Ghr i st , 
w h,:.4--- ,..._. t c:..-K ·i 
~o:illaii'l the appe a r ances r emain uncha n ge d, sui'f' e:i;s fro 171 tbe 2.be-ene-e 

0.1.\. the s :.:i,cr ment a l dimension, 1.:-rhich vras preserv ed fun t he 

An glican tr:1di tion,, which i n its turn was l ;:i,clr i ne; i n emph crn is on 

t he reality of Christ's pr e s ence. He iirher 0hurch ne e ds t o 
.~ 

r enounce it s tradition.; ~1. ne eds.to shar.e the i r1. sie=;J.1t s of' tl1e 

other. 

The r e i s , h owever, one sentenc e i n Cardina l Ratz i nger ' s ~rticlc 

wh ich i s written in a diff erent spirit fr om the r est. I re fer 

to the pas :_, age in which he seems to be a dding hi s pe r s ona l 

approv~l -to ' the SCDF's criticism of ARCIC. He/,writ es of 

the particula r a reas in which full agreement h 2s n ot yet 

been re a ched, c:>..nd which were note d i n the commu:n ic a tion 

f r om the Congr egat ion l t for the f a ith: Euch ;:1,ris t 
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with e mphasis on s a _:rifice, transubstanti 3,tion -'7.nd 1 '.ct c c ord ­

ing to circumstances, adot'.1tion of the conse cra ted spe cies; 

sacra mental nature and content of the priesthood ... ; 

theological substantiation and concrete ec c lesia stic a l 

content of the Petrine office. 8 

The Commission di~ot,indeed, spe a k of 'full' agre ement. But 

the members believed tha t they had reached 'substanti :=:=tl' 0 ,gre cme nt, 

or "J,gre ement over, essentials, concerning c1.ll these p o ints of 

d octrine except papal infa llibility ( tho 1,1.gh cl?. i mi nr even here . . 

tl'LLt subs t anti a l agre ,ment was possible). 9 ~hi s Qgre c ment was 

r e uched precisely by practising a form of the h e r meneut ic s of unity, 

~ 1 seeking to purs ue together tha t rest ate ment of clo ctrine vrh ich ne i.:1 

\ 

times and conditions a re, as we both recognize, re gul ,1rly callin g i n 

fol,,.lO h h d d t t h -The SCDF, on the ot er n.n , .oe s no se em o 2,ve gr 2,spu ct s, 
,...:~ 

t h;(i hermeneutics of unity, .su1d se ems in danger of f a lling i n to 

the danger vrhich P ope John P aul p r)inte d out, tha t of ' a bsolutisinc:· 

the rela tive'. One example of their me thod '.nust suffice. 
~~ 

J.t wou,.l~. ~ hel[)ful, in order to permit C.ci,tholics to see 
rh ~ ~~ ~ ~ •V\. (1,v..,i ~t-J t; ~ ~"-
tha t thi s re a l presence of the s a crifice of Christ, a c c omp-

lishe d by the s a crament~l words , ~ha t is to s ay by the mi n i st 

ry of the priest s ay ing 'in pe r s ona Christi' the words of 

the Lord, i n cludes a participation of the Jhurch, the 

Body of Ll hrist, in the s~crificia l a ct of her Lord , s o 

tho..t she offers sacrament a lly i n him c1nd v, ith him h i E, fj 'J. crif~ 

ice. Moreover, the propiti ~tory v a lue th ~~ C2t ho lic 

a ttributes t o the Eucha rist, whic h i s not mentioned by 

ARCIC, is precisely tha t of s a cramenta l offe ring . 11 

/rn other words, it would h ave been helpful to C~thol ic s if t he 

sgreement h a d.been made explicitly i n Catholic terms. Whe r e a re 

the hermeneutics of unity? 

In his addre~s to the members of - the Com ;1is s ion i n 1980, 

' ,1 .. 
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-'--ope J ohn Paul a ccura tely define d AHGIC ' s me thod: 

Your me thod has been to g o behind the h abit of thought 

and expression born ,.::.nd nourished in enmity D.nd contro ­

versy, to scrutinise to gether t h e great co m..-_Jon tre asure , 

to clothe it dm a l a n gu a ge a t once trad itiono.1 ·::i.nd 

expressive of the insights of a n age vihich no l onger 

g lories in strife but seeks rt o come to ge t ~er i n listeni n g 

to the quiet voice of the Spirit. 12 

'l'he se words o_bviously do not comst i tute 'J.n a pi_)rou ri. l of a ll t he 

Co m 1i s :c ior1s res1..1lts. But they do imply j1-,{,i a pprova l of it s me tho d , 

the me thod of Cardinal Ra tzinger' s H.ermeneutic of un ity , whic h the 

SCDI? :!;~~ fai le d to u n d erst and. 

It is to pe hoped that Catholics throughout the world, in assessing the 

aHCIC a greement, will be guided not only by the Observations of Cardinal" 

Hatzinger's u~cred Congregation, but also his own hermeneutics of unity. f 
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