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One of the many tensions in the Catholic Church today, and perhaps the most 

fundamental tension, is that concerning whether when and how the Church manifests her 

teaching authority in such a way as to demand the assent of all Christians. Presumably beliefs 

which are infallibly maintained by the Church are beyond negotiation, but dispute rages about 

those beliefs which are not maintained infallibly and yet are said to demand religious assent. 

Careful reflection, in combination with a view to the Church’s consult, reveals that beliefs 

requiring religious assent are, by reason of a conservative hermeneutic of continuity, known to 

be certainly true. Moreover they are related to the formal and infallible faith of the Church as its 

very foundation. 

That Christianity requires some means of manifesting formal orthodoxy is demanded by 

reason of the absurdity of the contrary, for without it Christianity would be empty of 

propositional content. This formal orthodoxy, furthermore, cannot impose itself by revelation 

unassisted by public interpretation, as is proved by reason and experience (Swinburne, 21). Thus, 

the Church was established as infallible so as to allow the faithful the possibility (Catechism, 

s.890) of sure access to the truths of revelation, “for the Church is the teacher and interpreter of 

the Bible, and needs to be infallible” (Kreeft, 433). Catholics maintain that Christ established a 

visible Church for the purpose of being both a light in the world (Matt. 5:14) and the pillar and 

foundation of the truth (1 Tim. 3:15), which he entrusted to her (Jude 3). He granted the Church 

the authority to speak in his place (Luke 10:16), promised her the aid of the Holy Spirit (John 

14:16) so as to keep her from teaching error (Matt. 16:18) or confusion (1 Cor. 14:33), and 

intended her to be lead into all truth (John 16:13). He gave her the mandate to guard it as a good 

deposit with the help of the Holy Spirit (2 Tim. 1:13-14), and also to pronounce on matters 

pertaining to it with a binding authority (Matt. 18:18) which she has exercised, guided by the 
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Holy Spirit, from the earliest age (Acts 15:28). Thus Christ says to his Church that “Whoever 

listens to you listens to me, and whoever rejects you rejects me” (Luke 10:16 NRSV). All this 

provides the fundamental common ground between Catholic theologians. Nevertheless, 

disagreement exists between Catholics, who wish to be formally faithful to Christ, over exactly 

where the borders of formal orthodoxy are set. This debate is often characterized as one between 

those of a conservative persuasion, and those of a liberal persuasion. These terms taken here are 

not meant to imply any political affiliation or inclination, but having an etymologically 

appropriate application, describe opposing theological tendencies. A conservative “is someone 

who seeks to conserve” (Burckhardt, 181), and this of itself doesn’t license the claim to 

superiority, as it is not a foregone conclusion that a conservative position is always to be 

preferred to a liberal one, even in the context of a theological dispute. The liberal, conversely, is 

one who is inclined towards that which by nature is progressive or tends towards reform. The 

debate over the scope of Catholic orthodoxy, then, simply happens as a matter of fact to be 

between those of one or the other of these persuasions. 

Of the ways in which the Church manifests orthodoxy, at least two are unanimously 

considered to be beyond contest. First, if some article of faith is confessed as the faith of the 

Church at a council which the Pope ratifies as ecumenical, then the confession of that council is 

infallible (Catechism, s. 891). The second is when a pope pronounces something ex cathedra: 

that is, invoking the fullest power of his teaching authority (Catechism, s. 891). Beyond this, 

however, conservatives and liberals often find themselves in profound disagreement. The 

Catechism from paragraphs 888-892 outlines the various ways in which the Church acts so as to 

“exercise... this charism” (Catechism, s.890) of infallibility, which is required for formal 

orthodoxy. After outlining the aforementioned ways, it goes on to say: 
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Divine assistance is also given to the successors of the apostles, teaching in 

communion with the successor of Peter, and, in a particular way, to the bishop of Rome, 

pastor of the whole Church, when, without arriving at an infallible definition and without 

pronouncing in a "definitive manner," they propose in the exercise of the ordinary 

Magisterium a teaching that leads to better understanding of Revelation in matters of 

faith and morals. To this ordinary teaching the faithful "are to adhere to it with religious 

assent" which, though distinct from the assent of faith, is nonetheless an extension of it 

(Catechism, s.892).  

That is to say, once the ordinary Magisterium, by divine assistance, has proposed some belief, a 

Catholic theologian cannot countenance alternatives, but must afford it religious assent. This 

distinction between religious assent and the assent of faith occasions confusion among Catholics. 

Liberal Catholic theologians are often of the opinion that beliefs which are proposed requiring 

religious assent may be incorrect, are subject to reform, and are at least not infallible. They are 

often hopeful that such beliefs will change in the future. This invites many Catholics, who wish 

to leave behind some of the peculiar beliefs of the Church, to propose alternative beliefs in 

opposition to those proposed by the ordinary Magisterium. However, this leaves the Catholic in 

an awkward position of being required to assent to a belief the Church teaches by divine 

assistance, which they believe may be false and should possibly be changed. However, Pope Pius 

XII addressed this question definitively in an encyclical when he wrote, in 1950: 

Nor must it be thought that what is expounded in Encyclical Letters does not of 

itself demand consent, since in writing such Letters the Popes do not exercise the 

supreme power of their Teaching Authority. For these matters are taught with the 

ordinary teaching authority, of which it is true to say: "He who heareth you, heareth me"; 

and generally what is expounded and inculcated in Encyclical Letters already for other 

reasons appertains to Catholic doctrine. But if the Supreme Pontiffs in their official 

documents purposely pass judgment on a matter up to that time under dispute, it is 

obvious that that matter, according to the mind and will of the Pontiffs, cannot be any 
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longer considered a question open to discussion among theologians (Humani Generis, 

20). 

This elevates the dignity and significance of those beliefs which are proposed by the ordinary 

Magisterium, and yet have thus far not been pronounced to be infallible. Such beliefs may range 

from the inerrancy of canonical scriptures (Humani Generis, 24), to more fundamental beliefs 

such as “that Jesus is the saviour of all” (O’Collins, 330). Thus the scope of beliefs fitting this 

description includes “all kinds of matters vital for the living of... Catholic faith” (O’Collins, 

330). This section of the encyclical “by clear implication... meant that every papal 

pronouncement, particularly through the vehicle of an Encyclical letter, is to be regarded as 

definitive” (McBrien, 129). Liberal theologians thus “expressed considerable concern regarding 

the content, tone and implications of this encyclical” (McBrien, 130). 

 Often liberal theologians will construe the second Vatican council as providing a new 

way in which to understand the Catholic faith, which renders null many such traditional notions 

as the relation between assent and the ordinary Magisterium. Typically these theologians speak 

about the council as “the first rays of sunlight... illuminating the dawn of a new day” (McBrien, 

149). Often they go so far as to point to radically progressive reform which stands apparently in 

contradiction to pre-Vatican II Catholicism (O’Collins, 339-343). Conversely, conservatives 

often characterize such readings of the second Vatican council as involving a “hermeneutic of 

discontinuity” (McBrien, 210). Instead the conservative thesis is one of a hermeneutic of 

continuity, which recognizes that the Church is unchanging, not “tossed to and fro and blown 

about by every wind of doctrine” (Ephes. 4:14). Thus the conservative reading and reception of 

the council understands it to be in fundamental harmony with everything which came before. 

This includes the certainty with which the reception of the teachings of the ordinary Magisterium 
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is demanded of Catholics. Lumen Gentium, one of the foremost significant documents of the 

second Vatican council, clearly supports the conservative thesis, maintaining the traditional 

attitude towards propositions issued by the ordinary Magisterium. 

 For bishops are... authentic teachers... endowed with the authority of Christ, who 

preach to the people committed to them the faith they must believe... They bring forth 

from the treasury of Revelation new things and old, making it bear fruit and vigilantly 

warding off any errors that threaten their flock. Bishops, teaching in communion with the 

Roman Pontiff, are to be respected by all as witnesses to divine and Catholic truth. In 

matters of faith and morals, the bishops speak in the name of Christ and the faithful are to 

accept their teaching and adhere to it with a religious assent...religious submission of 

mind and will must be shown in a special way to the authentic magisterium of the Roman 

Pontiff, even when he is not speaking ex cathedra... the judgments made by him are 

sincerely adhered to, according to his manifest mind and will. (Lumen Gentium, 25) 

This attitude, moreover, continues to be maintained by the Catholic Church in this post Vatican 

II era, as is demonstrated easily by consulting the Church’s documents. In particular the 

document Donum Veritatis, composed by the congregation for the doctrine of the faith, 

addresses the issue of religious assent. This assent, the document makes clear, cannot be merely 

formal, but requires “religious submission of will and intellect” (Donum Veritatis, 23) which 

“cannot be simply exterior or disciplinary but must be understood within the logic of faith and 

under the impulse of obedience to the faith” (Donum Veritatis, 23). The implication is that a 

Catholic must maintain such beliefs as though they were true, granting them unadulterated 

intellectual assent. Further the document says that where a theologian cannot understand the 

sense in affirming a belief requiring religious assent to be true, they ought at least to afford it the 

‘benefit of faith’. 

It can also happen that at the conclusion of a serious study, undertaken with the 

desire to heed the Magisterium's teaching without hesitation, the theologian's difficulty 

remains because the arguments to the contrary seem more persuasive to him. Faced with 

a proposition to which he feels he cannot give his intellectual assent, the theologian 
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nevertheless has the duty to remain open to a deeper examination of the question. For a 

loyal spirit, animated by love for the Church, such a situation can certainly prove a 

difficult trial. 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. (Donum Veritatis, 

31). 

It seems clear, then, that what is proposed by the ordinary Magisterium must be believed, 

or at least cannot be disbelieved, and is beyond negotiation. Further, it seems inevitable by 

reason of the aforementioned, that whatever the ordinary Magisterium issues as worthy of belief, 

such that it demands the religious assent of the faithful, ought therefore to be recognized as true 

by all faithful Catholics. This is not only maintained by the Church from pre to post Vatican II 

eras unambiguously, but is also the only intellectually viable conclusion. This can be proved by 

reasons already evidenced. In the first place, it is by the ordinary Magisterium that we have 

access to the fundamental understanding of the Catholic faith. This fundamental understanding 

involves beliefs which themselves act as commanding presuppositions undergirding Catholic 

theology, such as that there is an infallible Church or that Jesus really is the only saviour. If 

beliefs requiring religious assent are open for debate, then the very foundation of Catholicism is 

no longer secure, and the presuppositions underlying even the status of infallible proclamations 

are themselves in question. To illustrate the point, consider the position in which one would find 

themselves dialectically if they affirmed that, along with Catholicism being true, only the 

infallible proclamations made ex cathedra and/or at ecumenical councils were definitive and 

non-negotiable features of the Catholic faith. It is difficult to imagine how one espousing such a 

belief could avoid admitting that even ex cathedra statements would be negotiable in principle, 

since it is on the authority of the ordinary Magisterium that Catholics believe ex cathedra 

statements to be infallible, and it is up to that same authority to stipulate the criteria for 

determining what statements qualify as ex cathedra. In other words, because the definition of ex 
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cathedra is not given ex cathedra, but by the ordinary Magisterium, and because the authority of 

the ordinary Magisterium is never so strong as to make any statement of faith incorrigible, it 

seems that one must admit that infallible statements are themselves negotiable. The same can be 

said for ecumenical councils. The result of maintaining such a position seems, problematically, 

to reduce the Church’s infallible teachings to plastic doctrines, and, in so doing, to effectively 

evacuate Catholicism of any significant claim to consistently present the world with infallible 

truth.  

In addition to the palpable incoherence of the liberal position, we might note that the 

Church has with constancy maintained, both prior to and subsequent to the second Vatican 

council, that the propositions of the ordinary Magisterium impel the divine assistance of the Holy 

Spirit. The Holy Spirit was given to the Church to lead her into the truth, and if one proposes that 

the Church was lead into error then they indict the Holy Spirit of misleading the Church, which 

is absurd. Finally, the odd cognitive dissonance which the liberal theologian must contract to be 

faithful in assenting fully to what they take to be possibly false, qualifies as confusion for which 

the Holy Spirit cannot be responsible (1 Cor. 14:33). Thus, the inevitable conclusion is that those 

beliefs which are proposed by the ordinary Magisterium are known to be securely established as 

certainly true and irreformable. The conservative approach thus understands that the 

development of doctrine is not a development of truth, and that genuine development is never in 

contradiction with what comes before it. Though these propositions may not yet be ‘canonized’ 

as proclamations, they demand an assent which is an extension of the assent of faith due to 

infallible proclamations. 

In conclusion, it is clear that the conservative thesis of a hermeneutic of continuity has 

been supported by the Catholic Church both in the pre and post Vatican II eras. Therefore those 
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matters which are proposed for belief by the Church so as to demand religious assent are beyond 

the purview of what may be contested by any faithful Catholic. This is proved to be so both by 

reason of the divine assistance with which such propositions come, and also by reason of the 

absurdity of the contrary. It is only given the beliefs requiring religious assent that there is any 

foundation for infallible proclamations, formal orthodoxy, or the Catholic faith at all.  


