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7: Reception and Revision 

Fergus Kerr 0. P. 
llieological revision is taking place oil  llic time. l’hcology is  rcvi- 
sion, i n  the sense that the faith whic*li was oiice deliverctl to tlic 
saints (Jude 3) is constantly rc-ai~l’ropriated by a new generation. 
and in new circumstances. so that every fresh appropriation is in- 
evitably a revision. There is no way of telling in idValice whether 
you arc seeing things i n  a new pcispcctive seeing (and saying) 
things differently, but still secinp (and saying) the saiiie things; or 
whethcr you  are siiiiply saying something completely differcnt 
from what previous gencrations havc belicvecl. In this respect the 
problein of’ interpreting the decrees of Vatican I is no different 
froiii the problcm of interpreting the Christological aftinnations 
of the Council of Chalcedon. Solrze reinterpretations will prove 
sooner or later to be distortions: illusory or  even dishonest at- 
tempts to say substantially the same thing but in necessarily dif- 
ferent language; but often it will take time for this to  beconie 
clcar, and in  the meantime we must not fear to look again at what 
we have inherited. 

To re-exaniine the decrees of Vatican I on papal jurisdiction 
and infallibility may seem peculiarly diflicult because the papacy 
as an institution has clearly done as much hami as good, and tlic 
dark history niay suggest that the Vatican I decrees should simply 
be rejected and that nothing can be salvaged. While (’atliolics 
should ccrtainly seek to recover sonic of the highly critical attit- 
irdc to the papacy which their forefathers displayed, and be ready 
t o  admit that niucli of the doctrine and the cxcrcise of tlic papal 
prerogatives requires to be condenincd and corrected. none can 
remain in coniiiiunion with the church of Rome without having 
some vision of the Petrine ministry and that must include so~m’ 
interpretation of the Vatican 1 decrccs. 

On thc other hand, what Christian doctrine and institution has 
not had a sinister history of ambivalence? To accept tlir itL\thority 
of Holy Scripture can be stultifying and constricting as wcll as sav- 
ing and liberating. The doctrine of thc divinity of Christ can casily 
degenerate into crypto-docetic views of Christ as a clivinc Ixing i n  
human fomi. The institution of  the eucharist can eilsily hccolnc a 
superstition or a sham. For t h a t  matter, believing in ( h i  at all is a 
deeply ambiguous stance. Even a doctrine as apparently simple 
and straightforward as the comniand to  love one’s enemies can 
lead to a great deal of casuistry and silliness as well as to lieroic 
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sanctity arid inarty rtloni . ’ flicrc is  iio sIxcia1 proldcni ;I Iw LI I i I i c  
papacy: i t  has hccn ;IS grciit :I pest :js a blcssirig: but tliat Iiolcls. in 
varying tlcgrcc. I.or inany ( i f  n o t  a l l )  t’liristian institutions ;rid cloc- 
trines. 

?’lie tlccrccs of  Vatican I have long scciiicd t o  siilictio11 ant1 
consolitlatc. ;I doclrinc 01‘ papal jurisdiction and inl’allibility which 
aiiiouiits. i n  Ncwiii;in’s plir;rsc. 10 “a climax 01’ tyrilllliy” ( Let ters, 
X X V .  2.3 I ). l<c.-tciiding l l icii i  totl;iy. however, :rg;~inst tlie back- 
groiintl 01’ t11c loiig history 01‘ tlic IJaj>iIcy, one cannot hut notice 
h o w  rcsit-iciirc tlic clccrccs ;Ire. I:ar I’roni being the iinal irrcvcrs- 
iblc tlccIi1r;ltion 01 an outrageous doctrine o i  arbitrary and cles- 
potic j)i11);1I sill)l.crn;rcy, IIic tlcc~-ccs o f  Valic;in I rather inark a long 
ovcrcluc circiiiiiscrii~tioii oi‘ p ; q d  prcrogat ivcs. ’lliis cliniax of tyr- 
anny (like inany anotlicr climax 1 h a s  provcrl a tiirning-point. Ncw- 
nian was c1c;irly iri two minds a l w i i t  it. Ilc could write. in  October 
1871. ;IS i l‘  I IC,  Iliotiglit t h a t  a clccrcc on Ihc int‘iillibility 01’ the 
Church iiiiglit have tlic ei‘i’cct ol‘ ~ x / ~ / i d i / i g  papal iiiltliority (Le t -  
tcrs, XXV.  420): “11’ siicli a dccrcc c w r  is passed. tlicn clouhtlcss 
God will givc greater pc.isonal gil‘ts to his Vicar such as I’opcs 
hitherto liavc i ~ o t  had”. I!vcn in tliis soiiicwh;tt clcspcratc letter lie 
envisages such an “cxtcnsion” ;IS bringing others which will “trini 
St Peter’s boat” assuming 1Iirtl lie was nautical enough to take 
the metaphor i n  the sciisc oi‘ ailjiisting t h c  balance of the ship by 
redistributing the passengers ;ind cargo. arranging the sails to suit 
the winds, and so on. Iiis inslinct, Iiowcvcr, was rather tl iat “the 
definition will litriir tlie I’opc’s powcr” (Letters. XXV, 170). 

hi an important Icttcr to William Maskell. written i n  February 
187 I ,  Newman writes depressingly t1i:it i l ’  Iic were to publish liis 
views lie would no doubt he “rcporied to Konic, perhaps put 011 

the Indcx”, and goes on to I m d i c t  t l iat ,  i n  time. the decrees on 
papal authority must cventually be absorbed (Letters, XXV,  284): 
“We cannot force things. The (‘ouncil cannot force tliings -- tlic 
voicc of the Scliola Tlicologorum, of‘ tile whole Churcli diffusive, 
will i n  tinic niakc itsclf’h~i~rtl,  a n d  (’atliolii. instincts and ideas will 
assimilate and ha’rnionixc in to the crcdenda of Cliristciidom, a n d  
the living tradition of the faithful what  at  present niany would 
iniposc upon us, and niany arc startled a t ,  as a nionicntoiis addi- 
tion to the faith”. LJtcr that same year, still referring to tlic Vat- 
ican dogma, Newniari wrote that “otlier definitions arc necessary. 
and  were intended. and will be added, i f  we arc patient, to reduce 
the dogma to its proper proportions and placc i n  the Catholic sys- 
tem” (Let ters ,  XXV.  415). It may be doubted ii‘ lie cxpcctetl a 
century to pass. but tlic tirnc sccnis now to have conic when the 
dogma of papal authority may at last find its proper place i n  
(’at h 01 icisni. 

As we have seen (NcM’ Blackfi-iars, April 1979), the general 
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perspective within which the apostolic primacy in St Peter was en- 
visaged and presented at Vatican I is that of the papacy’s being 
“the abiding principle of this twofold unity (sc. of‘ faith and com- 
munion) and its visible foundation”, perpetuum utriusque unitatis 
principium ac visibile fundamenturn: a phrase taken up in Lumm 
Gentium (par. 23) .  This plainly leaves room for a principle of 
unity which is other than “perpetual” - such as, for instance, thc 
frequently repeated but never continuous celebration of the 
eucharist; and it leaves room also for an invisible foundation of 
this unity - such as, say, the Lordship of Christ and the presence 
of the Holy Spirit. The papacy is not presented as the on/y. or 
even as the most important and fundamental principle of the unity 
of faith and communion. On the other hand, it is not presented 
here primarily in tenns of authority and power, and even less in 
terms of being an absolute monarchy or the top of a pyramid or  
the supreme agent of initiative and control. As i t  stands, in fact, 
the text of the decree “Pastor Aeternus” places all the emphasis 
on the Petrine function as a quasi-sacramental centre of conimun- 
ion in faith. The role of the papal primacy is thus envisaged as 
making visible the unity of faith and of communion, n o  more and 
no  less. 

Passing over the first two chapters of the decree “Pastor Aeter- 
nus”, as common ground in any foreseeable ecumenical dialogue 
involving Rome (Peter was the first of the apostles; the Petrine 
leadership has been transmitted in some senso), we examined the 
doctrine of universal jurisdiction which is set forth in the third 
chapter. While certainly not laying down in detail the limits with 
which papal authority may be exercised, the text nevertheless 
clearly indicates that the Petrine office is t o  maintain the rights 
and liberties of every local church and its bishop, while also enab- 
ling any who feel badly done by locally to appeal to  an outside 
tribunal. The key t o  understanding the universal primacy ascribed 
to the bishop of Rome as succcssor of St Peter thus lies in the 
affirmation that “so far from being any prejudicc t o  ... episcopal 
jurisdiction ... this power is really asserted, strengthened, and pro- 
tected by the supmmc and universal pastor”. Far from being 
centralizcd in unchecked papalcurial despotism, ecclesiastical 
authority is envisaged here as dispersed in an interplay between 
papal and episcopal jurisdiction. The Vatican I decrees which 
have been employed to legitimize what Cornelius Ernst once des- 
cribed as “a ruthless curial papalism of terror” (Mulfiple Echo, 
p. 173), an extrcmcly monolithic authoritarianism, in fact contain 
an embryonic or rcsidual ecclcsiology of papal and episcopal 
“power sharing”. Thc authority of Christ in his Church is envis- 
aged as mcdiatcd in a proccss of mutual interaction between pap- 
acy and episcopacy: “thesc elcmcnts together contributing by a 
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process ot niutual support, mutual checking and rcdrcssing of 
errors or exaggerations to the manysided fullness of the authority 
which Christ lias cornniittcd to  his C’liurch” ( t o  quote thc Lam- 
beth Conference 1948). 

Many questions remain opcn ancl unscttlccl. I n  the forthcom- 
ing dialogue with the Orthodox (’hurch, as we saw (New Block- 
fticrrs, May 1979). papal it11 thoriiy will ,have t o  be situated vis-5-vis 
the authority of ccuincnical councils, i1s well 3s with respect to the 
patriarcliatcs. I n  thc (’atholic Church we arc on ly  beginning to ex- 
plore the rclationship between papal iitithority and tlie principle o i  
collegiality to which I’opc J o l i n  I’aul I I  attaclicd,,great import- 
ii nce in his ii rst “program in a tic” cnc y c lical letter. Rcdrrnp tor 
1iomini.s. He cx tciids the principle of collcgiality to cover not only 
11atioiiitl episcopal cbnfcrcnccs but also national, provinci;il and 
diocesan synods (which he dcveloped a t  Crrrcow). Ife writcs o f  the 
idea of collegiality that “structures of this kind, with their ccntur- 
ics o f  trial by thc Chi~rcli, and the other form ol’collcgiiil collab- 
oration by Bishops, such as the metropolitan structurc not to 
mention cilch individual diocese should yulsitte i n  fllll awarcncss 
of thcir o w n  identity and, at thc sanie tinic, oi their own original- 
i ty within the universal unity of thc Cliurch” (par.  5 ) .  This cer- 
tainly suggests a coniniitinent to dispersal of‘ authority and  t o  
truly synodical discussion and decision making, rathcr than  to 
mere “talking shops”, “consul tativc” assemblies a n d  the l i  kc. 

Turning to chapter 4 o f  the decrcc “l’astor Acternus” we saw 
that thc doctrine of‘ papal infallibility is not quitc what many 
pcoplc ol’t c n su pposc ( N w  Blackjriurs, Sc p t an be r and October 
1979). I t  is the “infallibility” ol’ the (’hi4rt.h upon which, i n  his 
tcaching, the pope tiliiy on occasion rely; but the nitttlrc of this in- 
fallibility remains an open question. While few of iis would wish to 
remain in a (‘hurch whosc proclamation o f  the (;ospcl we should 
consider "fallible", in tlic scnsc 01’ being both misguiclcd and mis- 
leading, wt: have lo acknowledge that the Church’s inimunity 
from error operatcs i n  inore coinplcx ways than we have oftcn 
imagined. Sccoiidly , the papal “dcfinitions” envisaged at Vatican I 
sccin to be intcrvciitions called forth at nionicnts of grave crisis in 
the Church. This br ing into qucstion the list of sucli definitions 
commonly proposed i n  theological textbooks - a list which has in  
any case tluctuated dramatically over the last hundrcct years. As 
Ncwinan wrote in his Letter to tlie Duke of Norfolk in 1875: 
“u tlerances which inust bc received as coming from an Infallible 
Voice are not made cvcry day, indeed they are very rare; and those 
which arc by sonic pcrsons affirmed or assunicd to be such, do not 
always turn out what they are said to bc”. We might even cite thc 
Venice Statement (par. 19): “ I n  times of crisis or when fiinda- 
niciital matters of  faith arc in question, the Church can make judg- 
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nients, consonant with Scripture, which are authoritative. When 
the Church meets in ecumenical council its decisions on funda- 
mental matters of faith exclude what is erroneous. Through the 
Holy Spirit the Church commits itself to thesc judgments, recog- 
nizing that, being faithful to  Scripture and consistent with Tradi- 
tion, they are by the same Spirit protected from error”. Need any- 
thing substantially different be said about papal judgments? 

One thing more one might perhaps say. The definition of papal 
infallibility in 1870 has apparently put an end to infallible papal 
definitions. As Garrett Sweeney’ has noted (The Clergy Review. 
October 1971, p. 751): “It may well be that the time for papal 
definitions has now passed ... Neither the declaration on the Im- 
maculate Conception, nor that on the Assumption, were defini- 
tions in the Vatican I sense of ending a controversy ... I f  papal def- 
initions should disappear from human history there need be no 
regrets. They belong only t o  times when the Church is sick, and 
torn by dissensions that cannot be cured by discussion and agree- 
ments. The Petrine prerogative is not a glory of the Church; it is a 
disagreeable necessity, like the skill of the surgeon. The desire for 
its use is ... a pathological condition”. So, if there is no prospect of 
our ever agreeing on what papal judgments in the past have count- 
ed as infallible definitions, and if i t  is true that Paul VI himself 
struck out the phrase infallibili auctoritate from the draft of the 
encyclical Humanac Vitae, we may perhaps rest with John XXIIl’s 
famous remark: “I am not infallible; I am infallible only when I 
speak ex cathedra. But I shall never speak ex cathedra”. Accord- 
ing to  Rene’ Laurentin (Concilium, March 1973, p. 97), it was act- 
ually the doctrine of Our Lady as mediatrix of all graces that 
Pius XI1 wanted to  define, but, “thwarted by the objections of the 
Holy Office”, he contented himself with the Assumption. Such 
were not the circumstances envisaged in the text of the decree 
“Pastor Aeternus” for a papal definition, 

In the event, then, the awesome promulgation of the doctrine 
of papal infallibility on  July 18th, 1870, during the famous thun- 
derstorm which darkened the basilica of St Pcter’s a t  noon, mark- 
ed the beginning of the end of the history of papal infallibility. 
The effect of the text that secmed to  trace the zenith of papal 
authority has been in the end to reduce it t o  its proper propor- 
tions within the Catholic system. If popes ever have made deci- 
sions infallibly in the Vatican I scnse, which is arguable, there is no 
reason t o  suppose that they will ever do so in future. It is not 
surprising that the Vatican commemorated the centenary in 1970 
by reprinting a selection of very fine essays that certainly echo the 

1 Canon Sweeney died on June 15th, 1979, aged sixty seven, having been in poor 
health almost since he retired in 1976 as Master of St Edmund‘s House, Cambridge. 
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“voicc 01’ the Schola Thcologoruiii”, circumscribing tlic nieaning 
of‘ ”Pastor Acternus”. It ciinnot have been what P ~ U S  IX, or  
Manning, expected. But as Ncwinan wrotc in  ii letter dalcd March 
5th. 187 I ,  “ I  have no hesitation in saying that, to all appearanccs. 
I’iiis 1X wished to say a great deal more ( t h a t  is, that the Council 
shoultl say a great deal more) than it did, but a greater Power 
Iiindcrcd it” (Letters, XXV. 299). The definition of 1870. i n  
retrospcct. instead of i~ijlutitig. has finally liniitcd. papal author- 
ity in  wiiys that eniancipatc thc papacy for that “pastoral niissioii 
of Icticlcrsliip, scrvicc and Fraternity” of which Paul VI spoke. 

1-*;ir from consolidating the papal prcrogativc to product. dog- 
ilia t ic dc fini t i  ons in I’alli hl y in  sonic arbi t riiry an i l  iincont roll a blc 
lbhion the dccrec “Pastor Actc~riius“ locatcs the papacy as the last 
hope. i n  a major crisis of  faith. for a prophetic word that might 
save tlic Church. We have to imagine sonie a11 but unimaginable 
schisni or licrcsy in  which cvery other mode of ecclesiastical judg- 
nicnt and resistancc has l’ailed. In such an apocalyptic scenario 
tlic promise of the Lord to I’ctcr might then havc to bc invoked 
(Luke 2 2 3  1 ): “Simon. Simon. behold, Satan demanded to have 
you (plural). that hc iniglit sift you  (plural) like wheat, but I 
have prayed for you (singular. herc and hcrcaftcr) that your faith 
may not fail; and whcn you havc turned again, strcngthen your 
brethren”. In such a timc of diabolical sifting, and of widespread 
iiIlostasy. i t  would fall to the Pctrine figure to rcnew his faith and 
strcngtlicn liis brethren. In  that all but unimaginablc day it is dif- 
ficult to believe that a council or a synod would not be sum- 
moned; but the prophctic discernnient o f  the truth migli t well 
have to coiiie from thc custodian of the tornbs of St Pctcr and St 
Paul. But, as Bishop Gasscr pointed out i n  his explanation of thc 
decree: “thc proper occasion for such dcfinitions conics whcn in 
some part of the Church there iirisc scandals concerning the faith. 
disagreenient and hcresy which local bishops are uiiablc to clini- 
inate citlier by individual action or  by a provincial council. In con- 
scqucncc of this thcy have no othcr rcnicdy than to refer the niilf- 
tcr to the Holy Scc”. 

That the assimilation of :in ecunicnical council’s dccisions may 
take tinic. and have a complex history. is nothing tinusual. Tlic 
decrees o f  the Coiincil of Nicaca (335)  were ac‘ceptcd only after 
lifty years of imperial prcssure. exconinii~~iications, cxilings and 
lesser synods. I’iftccn years after the Council the popc hirnsclf, 
Julius 1, a great delkndcr of‘ Nicenc orthodoxy against Arianism, 
seems not to  have rcgarded thc Council’s judgment as by any 
nicans definitively accepted. Thc process by which thc Church a t  
large came to think itsclfhouiid by the decisions of the first Coun- 
cil of Constantinoplc (381) is wen more instnictivc.. &it  thc inost  
interesting casc is tlic fresh look a t  tlic dccisions of  tlic (’oiiiic-il of 
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Chalccclon which i s  taking place iii our o w n  day. In a process in i t i -  
ated by Piiis XI1 in his clicyclici l l  S(wzpi/cv-iirw RC.Y ( I95 1 ) the 
Ronian Catholic Church has sought t o  rcad the decrees o f  Chal- 
cedori SO as to inakc thclii acccj>tithlc to rcprcscntiitivcs of the 
eastern ch urclics wl i ic l i  w i thdrew from tlic Cathol ic comi i i i rn ion in  
t h e  later liitli  ccntury p rw isc ly  over the nicaning of tlicsc dccrccs. 
Much clsc st i l l  scparatcs thc Copt ic  Church from the Roman com- 
munion. but in May 1973, for instit1icc, 1’;ltll V I  iintl ShenotIda 111, 
I’opc of the Catholic Church and I’opc 01’ Alcxandriit rcspcctivcly, 
niadc a coninion clcclaratioii, avoiding t l ic  wortis “naturc” and 
“person” altogether . bu t  conli‘ssing t h c i r  i‘ilith in (’hrist as (;od in- 
carnate. There may thus yet he, al‘tcr I’il’iccn huntlrccl years, a 
“recc.ption” of the dccrccs ot’<’hiilccdon by tlic (’atholic Cl i i i rch 
il reception thitt a t  last resolves the t l i l ‘ l ‘ ic~tlt ics of’ those w h o  codd 
not accclit Clialcctlon a t  the t ime. Thc  danger of’ an agrccd state- 
tncnt that l’iitlgcs tlic issue in clclihcratc iliiibigt1itics is obvious: but  
i t  scctiis that .  i n  principle, cwnciliar .judgtncnts can be re-rcaci SO iIs 
to satisly tlic minor i ty  who originally rc jcctc i l  Iliclii wi thout  dis- 
honesty or lack o l ‘ in tcgr i ty  on tlic p‘arl of  llic others. 

The problciii about Vatican I is wl icthcr.  in the light of thc 
ccclcsiology oI’ “sister cliurclics” e lcv~~lopct l  in the cxchangcs bct- 
wccii Ronic it l id (’onst~tiitinol,lc in the pas1 I’il‘tccn yc i l f i ,  its dccrccs 
on the papacy can ever he acccptctl b y  the rc i in i tcd Or thodox and 
Catholic Cl i i i rc l i .  I t  wi l l  not d o  t o  say t l i a t  no coi t i ic i l  is  b ind ing on 
cli i ircl ics wIiicIi wcrct not proper ly (Or no1 ; I I  ;ill) rcprcscntcd at  its 
dclibcrations. For one t l t ing tlicrc woi i l t l  ht- cntllcss tlispiitcs aboilt 
what cwunts ;IS proper rcprcsciit;ition. :ind I’or another the Roman 
Cathol ic (’li i ircli WiIS not particu1;irly well rcprcscntcd at  any of 
the seven great ccunicnical councils hiit would  not wish t o  rcpudi- 
irtc’ t l ic i r  i ioctr in id j itdgmcnts. On tlic ot l ic r  li;tnd, the dif icrcncc 
between these sc’vcn councils ol’ t l i t .  “i i i i t l ivit lctl ( l i i i r c . l t ”  and  sub- 
scqucn t councils in t hc west tlcscrvcs, mid is rc.cc*iving, i i iorc and 
iiiorc recognition. It wiis not until tlic c;irly ~ w c l t l l i  c iw t i i r y  that  
any pope cvcr ~ i i i ~ t l ~  ;I scrioiis ;ittciiipt t o  s i t I i i i i i o i i  i t  counci l  of thc 
bishops of t l ic  wl io lc Church l r r i i l  b y  I l i t - i i  ol’coufic tlic I m a k t l o w n  
in communion  w i t h  t l ic  cast h i id  ;ilrc;itly bcgiin. ( * i ~ i l i ~ t t ~ ~  I 1  held il 
counci l  (the f irst Littiaran (‘oitiicil) in 1111. yc;ir 1 123, 1;irgcly t o  cel- 
cbriltc. his v ictory over tlic c i i ipcror  i n  the Invcst i lurc cwitrovcrsy 
but also forbidding the clergy t o  I i i i vL .  wiv1.4 and tlccl;iring the liiitr- 
riagcs 01’ ivicsls, clciIco\Is, siihtle~;tcoi~s and monks t o  he nit11 and 
void. The dccrccs of  lhis counc-il wt*rr issuctl i n  t l ic  pop~*’s n i t I i i C ;  
t h r r c  wcrc twice as Iliil1ly ~ ~ I d ~ o t s  ;IS I>isiiops prcsciit ; i i l i t I  i t  is 
clil’l‘icult t o  th ink  ol‘ i t  today ;IS any t i i o r L *  t1i;rn it11 cclio ch;lli ihrr 

1)apaI tr itrmplialisi i i . l h c  st.c,on(l l,:itc*r;iii (’oiiIii.iI ( I I 39 ) ,  l.()r- 
hiddirig irrtc’r nliu tlic I‘aitlitul t o  1tr:ii- h1:iss ct-lcl)r;ttcxl I ly  ;I niilrricd 
ilric.st oI I)y (me l iving w i t h  i t  i i i is l  rc-ss. ;inti I‘orbitltliny tlic. OJtli l i i t- 
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tion of the sons of priests unless they take religious vows, was 
simply the stage for the degradation of bishops consecrated by the 
rival pope Anacletus 11. The prelates present (again including at 
least as many religious superiors as bishops) seem t o  have been pas- 
sive witnesses, hearing the pope’s orders and watching him person- 
ally tear crozier, ring and palliuni from each schismatic bishop. 

Even the fourth Lateran Council ( 1  2 15), which shaped Roman 
Catholicism more profoundly than any other single event, prod- 
uced its massive volume of legislation in three weeks - which 
shows how little exercise of genuine conciliarity there can have 
been, and how easily the pope’s proposals were endorsed. For that 
matter the decrees were spoken of as those of Innocent I11 and not 
published as tliosc of the Council for more than three hundred 
ycars afterwards (by Johannes Cochlaeus, in 1538). It is hard to  
see any of the iiicdicval papal councils as true expressions of con- 
ciliarity. They were important occasions for popes t o  consult 
bishops and other prelates. and t o  implement ecclesiastical reforms, 
but that is something else altogether. Ironically enough, the con- 
voking of what became the Council of Trent, the first and greatest 
synod of the wcst i n  any way coniparablc with the ecumenical 
councils, was opposed by the popes for years. 

The history o f  tlic reception of the Council of Trent offers at 
least one instructive parallel to what is happening now in the case 
of Vatican 1. The decree on Scripture and tradition whjch Trent 
passed in 1546 was gcncrally interpreted until 1957 as meaning 
that Catholics were committed to a “two sources” doctrine of rev- 
elation: the implication bcing that some truths of faith are t o  be 
found only in tradition. o r  even that revelation as a whole might 
be found in the tradition of the Church independently of Scrip- 
ture. Against the Protestant principle of scripfuru sola many Cath- 
olics held this doctrine that Christian revelation is t o  be found 
partly in Scriptun: and partly in tradition, as if these were inde- 
pendent soiirccs. I t  was only in 1957 that the Tubingen theologian, 
J .  R. <;cisclmann, pointed out that Trent had rejected this “par- 
tin1 ... partim ...” fornida for a simple conjunction “et”, thereby 
not committing Catholics to a strong “two sources” doctrine, even 
if subsequcn t discussion has cast doubt on Geiselmann’s claim 
that Trent wished t o  lcave open the possibility for Catholics t o  
continue to hold some form of the scripturu soh principle (all 
truth neccssary for salvation at least nzufcriully in Scripture). The 
“two soiirces” doctrine appcared in a strong form in the draft sub- 
mitted in 1962 to Vatican 11, but after a theological struggle the 
final text of the dogmatic constitution “Dei Verbum” leaves the 
question open. Thus there is a good precedent for re-reading an 
important conciliar tcxt, starting from the erasures at the drafting 
stage, .and recognizing how the final version was influenced by 
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those who opposed it all along as well as by those who accepted 
i t  - an important text which was almost immediately given a 
much narrower meaning than it actually contains. 

The majority of the bishops in 1870 were in favour of a strong 
declaration about papal authority. Even allowing for extravagant 
rhetoric, some of the speeches at the Council, particularly by the 
Italians, favoured the idea of the pope as an inspired oracle, spcak- 
ing independently of his fellow bishops and of the Church, on 
matters far beyond faith and morals. As we saw (New Blackjriars, 
July/August I979), Manning’s experience as an Anglican led him 
t o  fear Erastianisni in every form (“the Church must obey Par- 
liament as she would Nero; for no other reasons, and no fur- 
ther”, he wrote t o  Gladstone in a letter dated January 20th, 1848, 
a reference which I owe to  Dr Perry Butler), and t o  suspect that 
English Catholics such as Clifford were unwitting victims of Eras- 
tianism (“We should be overrun with worldly Catholics and a 
worldly policy without his meaning or knowing it”)’ Ignaz von 
Senestrey (bishop of Regensburg), on the other hand, thc other 
great leader of the papalists, had been homticd by demands for 
academic freedom and thc independence of historical scholar- 
ship made in particular by lgnaz Diillinger at the Munich congress 
in 1863, so that his interest in papal authority was as a weapon 
against what he regarded as rationalism. In the decade bcforc the 
Council many Catholics, in England but particularly in the Nether- 
lands and in Gemiany, as wcll as elsewhere, had developed a great 
sentiment of admiration for, and sympathy with, Pius IX as he 
struggled to retain control over the last remnants of the Papal 
States. It must also be remembered that the year 1870 was just bc- 
fore the great breakthrough in modern communications, which 
was to  make the centralizing influcnce of the Vatican far more 
powerful than many of thc more nonchalant bishops can have real- 
ized. Others, finally, such as the majority of the Irish bishops, 
wanted t o  go home with a doctrine that committed them to alleg- 
iance to a “foreign power”. Thus a great variety of motivation 
may easily be traced through the spccches of the papalist major- 
ity: everything from sentimental devotion to  the pope to  a sense 
of the urgcncy of curbing rationalisni and swing the Church from 
worldliness. 

The motives of thost. who opposcd the proclamation of papal 
authority wcrc almost equally divcrsc. Many of the bishops were 
amateur historians and some were scholars of considerable emin- 
cwce (Hefclc ccrtainly), and they wcrc‘ often anxious about recon- 
ciling thc new papalism wi th  the history of thc papacy. Othcrs, 
living in anti-Catholic coun trics, wcrc worricd about thc hostility 
to thcir flocks which 3 solemn proclamation of papal claims would 
unlcash, particularly undcr t l ic  influence of incvi tably garbled ver- 
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sions i n  anti-(’atholic ncwslxqm-s. This tear, on tl ic part ccrtainly 
of many o f  the 1.nglisli hishops. proved justil’iccl: even Gladstone, 
in 1874, publishctl a vehcnicnt attack on the Vatican 1 decrccs. 
i n  tc‘ rprc t i ng t hem in  on c x t rcmel y id t ramon t ane seiise. TI1 is a t  
Icast I i i d  tlic benefit oi‘cnabling Newman to reply. i n  his Lct to .  to 
the Dirkc 01’ Norjidk ( 1875). and to  ciitici7e the ultramontane 
i n  t crprct a t ion. But the d if ferencc bet w een Man ni  ng and C1 i ffo rd , 
lor example, was surely finally over how they understood the 
placc of the Church in the world. The continuity between 1870 
and 1965 is that thc attitude to the world which the minority 
showed in  1870 became the policy of the majority in the dccrcc 
Gaudiiurn et Spcs of‘ I 96 5. 

No council i n  thc history of’ thc Church is ever concluded or 
rounded off. Lvcrybody in 1870 had a strong sense of there being 
niuch untinislied business. The main underlying question -- for 
which Vatican I was convokcd in the first place -- remained that 
of the place of the Church in a postChristendom world, and the 
function of the papacy in that context. As Vatican I1 finally sanc- 
tioned a fresh approach to that question it inevitably reopened the 
question of the function of the papacy. This, in turn, has prompt- 
ed a fresh examination of the Vatican I dossiers and a new under- 
standing of the conflicting ecclesiologies of which the text of the 
decrce “Pastor Aeternus” bears the traces. The text was passed by 
counting the heads of the bishops, but, in the Church at least (as 
the majority in favour of liturgical change in 1963 are beginning 
to  realize), the opposition of the *minority often eventually secures 
a certain justification. We have always known about the moderat- 
ing influence of Cardinal Bilio, for example, who, as chairman of 
the deputation de Jide, stcadfastly sought, against Manning, to 
shape thc drafts into texts that thc opposition might be able to 
accept. Vincent Gasser, the princc-bishop from the Austrian Tyrol, 
hiniself an ultramontane, gave the most authoritative interpretation 
of the texts t o  the Council on behalf of the drafting committee, 
and we have seen how limiting his view of papal authority was. 
Joseph Fessler, another Austrian bishop, who was General Secre- 
tary of the Council, published a comrncntary in 187 I .  which gives 
an cntirely different picture of papal authority from that convey- 
ed by Manning’s 200-page-long pastoral letter of the previous year 
(Fessler’s pamphlet was published in English in 1875 in a transla- 
tion made by Ncwman’s colleague and close friend Ambrose St 
John). 

It is, however, not simply that it is becoming more commonly 
understood that the ultramontane interpretation of tlie Vatican 
dogma never was official or authoritative (though most Orthodox, 
Anglican and Protestant Christians still think it was). The “rc-reccp- 
tion”, as Yves Congar calls it (RSPT, juillet 1972), of Vatican I 
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involvcs listwing t o  tlic voicc,s ut‘ Ihe iiiinority then as the I‘orc- 
riinncIs of Vatican I I .  As we saw. in  Williaiij C’lit‘l‘ord. the t,riglisli 
(’atholic c-oniin~inity had a spokcsnian w h o  was no t  afraid to make 
two ni;ijor objcctions to tlic passing of the definition of papal 
authority both of which woiilcl now be widcly accepted a5 cntircly 
justified. I t  was a mistake to lrcat papal authority in isolation 
from cpiscoyrrl authority and iroiii authority in the Church ;it 
large: only in the constitution Luincw (kiitiziiii o f  Vatican 11, and 
in sucli doc~iments as the Venice Statciiicnt (thus with Angli~iii~ as 
well as (’atholic authois!). have we begun to rectify that error. 
Sccondly , as Clifford and Erringtoii hoth said, thc word “inl‘allib- 
ility” HWS ainbiguous. as the subsequcnt history of iiitcrprctiiig i t  
showed, and (in English at  least) i t  iiiay well be woi~dcrcd i f  the 
temi can evcr bc rehabilitated. The cflo1-l by coiiservativcs to 
niakc the word “infalliblc” usable is surcly as doomed as the effort 
by progressives to  introducc thc Qord “inyth”: thcrc must bc 
some other way of saying what is iiitendcd by these Iiopelcssly rc- 
barbative terms. I n  addition to that.  with Clifford’s querying the 
function of the bishops at a gencral council in the first place 
(whether as “judges” or inercly as “advisers”), we have a questioii 
about the nature of conciliarity (collegiality) which goes beyond 
even what Vatican I1  successfully resolved. 

Cwjekowski’s account of the divided mind of the English bish- 
ops at Vatican I has been parallelcd by a niuch more ambitious 
and more documciited study of the Gertnan-spcaking bishops (K. 
Schatz, Kirchenbild trnd papsfliclie Utz fehlbarheit, Rome 1975). 
If they had been trained in Rome under such Jesuit theolob’ rians as 
Perrone they acccpted the Roman drafts which treated the pope as 
foundation of unity and truth in the Church; if they had been 
trained at home, in the tradition of Johann Adam Mochler. they 
saw the pope as exercising a ministry of communion, and of unity, 
at the head of the episcopate, within a circle of local Churchcs -- 
exactly the ancicnt ecclesiology which. since Vatican 11, the 
Catholic Church lias been secking to recover. Similar work has 
been done, by Monsignor Joseph Hajjar, on the (again divided) 
voice of the eastern Catholic bishops a t  Vatican 1 ( R c w ~  d’liis- 
toire Eccl&iustiqtie. 1970). The two speeches by Gregory Youssef. 
the Melkite patriarch of Antioch, voiccd the tradition of the 
Orthodox Church - the element, precisely. which alone can bring 
the Petrine ministry back to its proper proportions and place in 
the Catholic system (to quote Newman, not that he ever showed 
much appreciation of the Eastern Church). After his important 
speech on May 19th, 1870 (Mansi 53, 133-137), i n  which he 
insisted that the primacy of the pope must bc placed in the 
context of the authority of the patriarchs, Gregory Youssef was 
summoned to the pope’s private apartments and subjectcd to  
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uiolcii t ;ihii\c,. Uiitli-tiwcd, hc niatlc a second speech, on June 
13th. in tlic 1i)rlorii hopc of getting the m;rjority of thc bishops to 
rccogiiixc' tlicir rcsponsibilitics t o  the ancient tradition of the  un- 
tlividcd Cliiircli. He went honic before the final vote, eventually 
pronidgirtcd the tlccrcc prc>clniiiiing the primacy of Rome but  
with tl ic gloss t h a t  tlic Coiincil of Horcncc had confirincd with 
cqu;rl solciiinity thc rights and privileges 01' the apostolic patri- 
iirc.hh, ;ind did not r c t u r n  to Ronic until after 1878. The n iw pope. 
Lt.0 X I I I ,  soon in;iugur;itcd ;I much niorc syi1ipiithclic and under- 
st;intling ilppro;ich to the /.';lstcbrii ('atliolics. and Gregory Y O I I S ~ ~  
(who live-d until 1808) Ibunti Iiinisc4flistciicd t o  with respect. The 
Mc4cliitc pat riarclial synod is the great ohstaclc on the road to the 
1,eatiliciitioii 01' I'iiis I X .  

Tlic voice of' tlic Orthodox was Iicarti ;lgiiili a t  Vatican 11. i n  
thc spcdics  of' the ncxt bill oiic Mclchitc pilriarch; but the tinic 
hiIS now COIIIL' to ~ O I I O W  up tl ic  work of  I'opc' I'ad VI and the 
Patriarch Athcn:iporirs I ,  as official dialogue begins bctwccn rcprcs- 
cntativcs of the  Ronian Catholic ('hurcli and of the Orthociox 
Churcli. As f i r  as Viiticiin I and the papacy arc conccrncd i t  is now 
live years sincc the following proposals were made by Louis Bou- 
ycr at ii confcrcncc organilcd by tlic Pro Oriente loiindation of 
Vienna and the Orthodox Centre of Cliamhcsy (el.. Istiria. 1975, 
1 13-1 15) ;  i t  should be noted th3t Bouycr is ii nicmber of the pont- 
ifical t licological comniission, and increasingly "conservative" in 
liis views (which no doubt  fits in with inuch nost;ilpia for com- 
tiitinion with the Orthodox. but tlint is another  story ... ). 

"It  should be r1xmgnizc.d". s o  Boirycr writes. "that only the 
si'vcii great councils o f  t l ic  unclivitlctl Cliiirch were tiblc to niakc 
tlclinitions ilc Ji'ik which c;innot he rcvokcd .. the iil'ostolic scc 
0 1  Old RoIilc. ol1glit to Iiliikc ;I dccliiration to tlic clfect that the 
tlogiiia of the priniacy of that  scc ; m i  of the infallihility of the 
doctrinal decisions made hy t h c b  pope i1s tcaclicr of the  universal 
Church must be understood. lirst with the coniplc*iiiivits that Vat- 
ican I I  has already iiddcd concerning t t i c  tr;icliing role of the cpis- 
col>ittl' as ;I wliolc ;ind thc pwticipiition of the wliolc* pcoplc of  
( ; (XI in  tlic witncss pcrpcttially given to t ruth  in  charity. and 
secondly in the light of tlic wliolc triidltion of tlic uiulividcd 
('liiirch .._ As li>r tlic papal dcfinitions of I854 anti 1950 ... likc- 
wisc tl ic f lo ly  SLY sliotlld. and L'iihily cocild. ii1:rl.c clc;ir tha1 IIICYC 
dcfinitions itrc to bc iintlcrstoocl siriiply in the seiisc i n  which tht. 
Orthodox Clitireli Iiits nctt*t t*t',isid to kclicw\ in tlic pcrfcct piirity 
of tlic Mother of (;od ant1 i n  hc*r close ; ~ ~ > c i i ~ t i o ~ i ,  sincc licr I h r -  
inition, in tlw victory of her  Son over dc;rtli ... As riy;irds t l ic  sup- 
reme jurisdiction of thc lloly Sw. i t  slioul(i \olcninly iiccl;irc t h t  
i t  ncvcr intcrfercs with rightful loci11 iltltonoiliy. cyccpt i n  the very 
cxccpt iond case of violation of I'iiitli or o r d u  that thr  local 
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authorities cannot deal with, or in the case of appeals to Rome, 
which have always been recognized in the ancient Church, from a 
bishop and his synod to the metropolitan, from the metropolitan 
to  the patriarch either to a general council or (if one cannot be 
summoned) to  the first see. And as regards the ancient principle 
that the Holy See can be judged by no one it could also be stated 
that this does not exclude the possibility, if its occupant were to 
fall into heresy, that the universal Church might act, either by a 
council or by some other way suggested by providence if that 
proved impossible”. 

Are Bouyer’s proposals incompatible with the decrees of Vati- 
can I at least if we can listen to  all the voiccs that composed them? 

Past And Present 

Peter Lee 

.Much recent theological writing has emphasised the changes in cul- 
ture in different periods of history, and the way in which the ex- 
pressions of the Christian faith which arose in different periods 
have been influenced by the surrounding culture. Particular ernph- 
asis has sometimes been laid on the changes in culture since the 
times when the books of the Bible were written and the Creeds 
and declarations of the ecumenical councils were drawn up. From 
this, different conclusions have been drawn. 

One view would see the ancient formularies as needing to be 
repeated in different ages, and would stress the ecumenical nature 
of many of these formularies, particularly those drawn up before 
the final break between the Eastern and Western churches, though 
holders of this view would acknowledge with St Hilary that “We 
are compelled to attempt what is unattainable. . . . to speak what 
we cannot utter. Instead of the bare adoration of faith, we are 
compelled to  entrust the deep things of religion to the perils of 
human expression” (De Trin. 11, 2.4). A second view would value 
and keep in use the ancient formularies, seeing them as having 
abiding significance (given a similar proviso) but would wish to  
lay alongside them other expressions of the faith which aim to 
express the same basic Christian gospel but in terms more easily 
undcrstood in our own day. A third view would lay stress on the 
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