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local bishops on social and moral matters, e.g., on the statements
of the Bishops of New York on the repeal of the Blaine Amend-
ment, and on a proposed liberalization of laws on abortion.

The answer would seem to be that they are binding to the ex-
tent that they are declaring or explaining faith or morals, not to
the extent that they are opting for certain practical, material solu-
tions that are not the only ones that would be in accord with morality.
In the latter area, they should be treated with respect. Is this
opening the door to allow people to ignore encyclicals? I hope not.
It is no more than we do in urging them to apply the moral doctrine
of the Gospels.

3. There is the problem of the scholar who disagrees with the
ordinary magisterium (even on its highest level, short of infalli-
bility). What can be opposed or disregarded? It seems to me that
he can withdraw internal assent, if he finds the reasons still com-
pelling after he has accorded proper weight to the non-infallible
teaching of the magisterium. (To say otherwise would seem to
open the way to a kind of schizophrenia.) He still may not oppose
it externally (directly) unless circumstances indicate that the
magisterium now regards it as a matter open for discussion. The
letter of the Secretary of the Biblical Commission, Father Muller,
a decade ago, on the binding force of the Decrees of the Biblical
Commission issued in the first decade of this century, made it clear
that the Church’s position may well change on the binding force
of particular positions without any specific statement of this having
been issued. We seem to have seen a similar shift with regard to
the possibility of polygenism in the period of the last ten years.

Will this kind of acknowledgement of the magisterium be at
the cost of growth in knowledge? I think there are several things
to be said: a. It may be, but ultimately saving souls, proposing the
message of salvation effectively in a way in which false conclusions
about it will not be drawn, may be more important than an in-
dividual speculative advance. b. On the other hand, at times more
harm may be done by overly-protective measures of the magisterium
which do not properly prepare people for changes and adjustments
in thinking that are coming. In our day, more good may come
from airing a problem, if it is given serious consideration, than from
attempting to suppress discussion. ¢. A man who may not oppose
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a clear-cut teaching of the magisterium certainly remains free to
examine its bases and consequences, to see whether further study
may not throw new light on the whole problem.

4. There is the problem for a seminarian or theology student
who argues: “a certain scholar says . . .” or a person who reads
Time or Newsweek or Herder Correspondence or the National
Catholic Reporter and does the same. It seems to me that this
problem has been ignored in the texts and in contemporary discus-
sion. A type of solution was proposed in the Biblical Commision’s
Decree on the Historicity of the Gospels issued in April, 1964. It
clearly distinguished teaching on the scholarly (university), sem-
inary and ordinary faithful levels. What would be permissible on
one would not necessarily be acceptable on the others. I think that
this solution would have been ideal for 1924 or even for 1944, but
by 1964 it had become almost useless because it was impossible to
apply. Modern means of communication have made it impossible to
isolate these levels of study. A scholarly article in a periodical rela-
tively remote from general readership (Jannsens on use of the pill
in Ephemerides Theologicae Lovanienses of Winter 1963-64) at-
tracted great attention in the news-magazines, whose editors can
find people to translate and interpret such articles and put them
within reach of the general public. Some theologians have attributed
the encyclical Mysterium Fidei to the publicity attendant upon a
news-magazine article on new theories on the Eucharist published
in the Summer of 1965. We cannot isolate our people from the work
of scholars. What is the answer? I am not sure, but I would offer
these two thoughts on the matter: we will need more positive leader-
ship on the part of bishops in proposing true doctrine (and not just
denouncing what is questionable in terms that are vague); we will
need a greater sense of responsibility on the part of theologians (in
evaluating the impact of the things they intend to say).

How Is THE MAGISTERIUM OF THE EPISCOPATE (UNIVERSAL OR
Locar) RELATED To THE RoLE oF THEOLOGIANS IN THE
CHURCH?

This is the vital question of the freedom of the scholar to carry
on his research in the Church, especially in the area of theology,
and it is one that has been growing in importance over the period
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of the last few years. Accusations are made that the Modernist
crisis provoked excessive measures that curtailed biblical studies
in particular too much. Complaints are made that declarations of
the magisterium are unscholarly. (Charles Davis was quoted to this
effect with regard to Mysterium Fidei; a number of periodicals
said the same of Pope Paul VI’s allocution on original sin in August
of 1966). Declarations are made that a bishop does not have the
right to interfere with the teaching of theology on the university
level. If he were allowed to, theology would no longer be a science;
it should be left to the competence of professionals. There is
scarcely a Catholic college in existence now that is not asking itself
what the implications of its Catholic commitment are with regard
to academic freedom, and vice versa, especially in the area of the-
ology.

I do not think that this is a simple question. I would simply offer
these observations as elements to be considered in proposing a
practical solution for it: 1. Theologians are individual members of
the faithful. As such, they can respond in personal faith to the
message of salvation. The catholicity of this response has to be
checked against the teaching of the universal episcopate as wit-
nessed by the local bishop.

2. Theologians are also organs of the bishops for a deeper pene-
tration and more effective proposal of the truths of faith. If they
are to serve as such, they should be granted as much intellectual
freedom as is possible, within the confines of their own commitment
to the Catholic faith. This freedom is not an absolute value, but it
should serve the salvation of mankind. If not, theologians will have
become an independent, non-committed research organization, which
would have its own value, but which would not be serving the full
purpose of facilitating the proclamation of the message of salvation,
which is a great part of the role they have had assigned to them in
the past. (It should not need any stress on my part that the com-
mitment we are talking about does not mean that truth should be
suppressed, no matter how challenging it might be, nor that false-
hood should be proposed. It does mean that the impact that pro-
posing a notion will have on the faith of people has to be reasonably
considered and a context for their assimilation of it should be sup-
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plied by theologians. They have an obligation not merely to find
the truth, but to relate it to the faith of those listening to them.)
This whole matter is an extremely difficult one in the light of modern
communications media, since the faithful, seminary students and
scholars cannot be isolated from each other in the way that the
1964 decree would seem to have suggested. This is an area that
calls for fresh, thoughtful, constructive, loyal consideration by both
theologians and bishops now.

3. The role of the magisterium (on the universal or local level)
with regard to theologians’ teaching is similar to its role with re-
gard to the prophetic function of the faithful: to encourage it, to
guide it, to measure it—to help it become catholic in all senses of
the word.

In conclusion, I might say that the problems I have left un-
solved loom larger than the truths I have pointed up. Theologians
are facing a period of greater opportunity and greater responsibility
than ever before. The test of their success may well be their ability
to achieve an effective collaboration with, and make an effective con-
tribution to, the ordinary magisterium of the universal episcopate.
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